
        
            
                
            
        

    
   
   
   

"Set in 2025 Atlanta, this sequel to Hartman's first novel, The Gumshoe, the Witch, and the Virtual Corpse (2001), features gay detective Drew Parker, his Wiccan partner Jennifer Grey and a large supporting cast of strange people. Like its predecessor, it employs the same irresistible zaniness and wit, multiple viewpoints, high sexual content (both gay and straight) and cheerfully chaotic narrative technique. Jennifer is hired by a young deaf-mute named Skye, who wants to find out whether her boyfriend, Charles Rockland (an actor, and one of five cloned hunks), is cheating on her. Meanwhile, Drew's sidekick and sometime lover, Daniel, is in trouble with the law. In both cases, it turns out that there's extremely nasty blackmail behind the troublemaking --what might be called a family feud in real life. Add to this a band of Cherokees trying to get back Georgia, while lurking in the background are dueling televangelists, each with his crop of the ambitious or the thuggish (you expected the devout?), and it's obvious that the author has produced another engagingly weird novel of the near future, satirizing everything he can get his word processor on and doing most of it extremely well. "
 

--Publishers Weekly
 

 

 


Praise for The Gumshoe, the Witch, and the Virtual Corpse

"Like his hero, loved his plot, and envied his style."
 

--Mike Resnick
 

"A fine debut novel by Keith Hartman. What kind of novel I'm at a little of a loss to say. Equal arguments can be made that it's a police procedural, a contemporary Wiccan fantasy, a gay PI novel, a near future SF thriller, a novel of social commentary, and even, in the sections from the point of view of one character, a YA coming of age story.
 

In the end, it's a bit of them all, I suppose, which is part of what made me enjoy it so much. I love a book that breaks down the walls between genres, that just tells a story, the author trusting himself and the story enough to let it go wherever it leads him. The Gumshoe, the Witch, and the Virtual Corpse is, like its title, a somewhat busy book, but there's enough payoff in characterization, story, and ideas to make the trip through its pages a real pleasure."
 

--Charles de Lint in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction
 

"Hartman's characters are smart; his world-building is broad, convincing, and exciting; his choice of detail is exquisite. Compelling and engrossing, this book grabbed me and didn't let go until long after the end."
 

--Nina Kiriki Hoffman
 

"Hartman's multiple viewpoint characters and plot lines create the feel of a movie script full of jump cuts, but each "voice" is highly distinctive, even when he presents the Rashomon-like climactic scenes. Don't miss this one-- we can guarantee there's nothing else quite like it on your reading list."
 

--The Denver Post
 

"This is an amazing book."
 

--Nancy Kress
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Chapter 1:
 The Psychic
 Wednesday April 23, 1:38 pm

 

The afternoon was heating up. I rolled down the windows of my Vesta and whispered an invitation for a breeze to come visit. No luck. The air in the parking lot behind the Kudzu Cafe was as hot and stagnant as a sauna. I guess even the wind has better taste than to be caught dead in Buckhead on a Wednesday afternoon.
 

OK. Back to work. I got out my phone.
 

"Hello, my name is Brian Davis, and I am way too important to talk to you," I said into the the receiver.
 

I played the sentence back and listened to it. The mask program I was running dropped my voice down half an octave and added Davis' bogus prep school accent. It was a pretty good impersonation. I just had to watch my word choice. Davis is the sort of pretentious yuppie scum who likes to use old fashioned language. He probably thinks that it makes him sound smarter. Davis would never say "way", for example. He would have used "far".
 

"I am far too important to talk to you," I said, trying it out.
 

I played it back. Not bad. But it still needed something. A shade more arrogance. 
 

Ah, I know. 
 

"I am far too important to talk to the likes of you."
 

Yeah, that was Davis to a T.
 

OK. Enough futzing around with the details. Time to put this plan in motion.
 

I switched my phone over to a new account that I'd just opened. Unfortunately, I don't have the technical skills to actually clone Davis's cell phone, so the impersonation wouldn't be perfect. If anyone looked at the caller ID screen, my number wouldn't match up with his. On the other hand, it had been pretty easy for me to open an account with same first and last name as Davis, and with a phone number that was only one digit off from his. I was betting that it would be good enough to get me past an overworked concierge just getting back from her lunch break.
 

She answered on the second ring.
 

"Hello, the French Quarter Condominiums."
 

"Yes, hello..." I said, then stopped cold.
 

It suddenly occurred to me that I didn't know if Davis addressed his concierge by her first name or her last. I'd heard him talk to her a couple of times, but now I couldn't remember what he'd called her. Great, two words into the conversation, and I was already blowing my cover.
 

"Hello?" the concierge said again.
 

Come on Jen, think. You know how Davis's mind works. He sees her every day, but he probably has her classified as a servant. So he wouldn't be informal with her.
 

"Hello?" The concierge repeated for a third time.
 

"Oh, my apologies Ms. Dunsworth," I said. "My secretary had something that demanded my attention."
 

Hm. Well that sounded like him all right. I went on.
 

"This is Brian Davis in unit 219. I just wanted to let you know that my mother will be arriving today. I've given her a code for my door, but she may need a little help finding it. She's... a little easily confused. I'd rather not have her getting lost, wandering around knocking on the neighbor's doors. You understand?"
 

"Of course. I'll keep an eye out for her, Mister Davis."
 

"Thank you. She had a 1 PM flight, so she should be arriving there in the next... Oh, I'm afraid that I need to take a call. Just see that she gets in to my condo safely."
 

I hung up before the concierge could ask any questions. OK. So far so good. I put in a call for a cab to come pick me up in twenty minutes, and then started getting into character.
 

I was already wearing the basics of my "rich old lady" costume: a dark green blouse with those big flowing sleeves that are fashionable right now, and a discreet floor length skirt, both embroidered with the name of a seriously expensive designer. It was the sort of outfit that said, OK, my thighs aren't what they used to be, so I'll display my money instead of my legs. I'd gotten the outfit dirt cheap at a second hand shop, and it was in remarkably good condition. As long as I remembered to wear a broach over the cigarette burn in the blouse, no one would guess that it wasn't new.
 

I added a string of almost real pearls --you know, the ones they grow in vats using genetically engineered yeast-- and a big floppy hat that didn't really go with the outfit but would shield my face from the security cameras in the lobby. And then I went to work on the makeup.
 

I had decided that my character was the sort of woman who could afford plastic surgery, and had overindulged just a bit. I started by applying some adhesive tape on the sides of my face, which pulled the corners of my eyes up. That gave me the "one too many eye jobs" look. Then I slathered on a thick layer of pancake makeup over every inch of exposed skin. That gave me the appearance of a woman who had something to hide, and left it to the viewer's imagination to guess exactly what that might be. A chemical skin peel, gone tragically awry? Laser age spot removal that burned too deep? Or maybe, like a lot of women her age, she'd spent way too much time on a tanning bed back in the "brown is beautiful" nineties, and was shriveling up into a cancerous mummy now.
 

Anyway, with the foundation done, I moved on to the more detailed work: two tones of blush to bring out my cheek bones, eye liner, mascara, lipstick. While I slapped on the paintwork, I turned on my phone and asked Cassandra if I had any e-mail.
 

There was a tinkling of wind chimes, and then Cassandra's clear voice responded:
 

 

"Blessed are they

who can laugh as they toil

two messages"

 

"Uh, thanks Cassandra. Read 'em to me."
 

I sometimes wonder about the person who scripted the dialog for my agent program. I figure it was either some Buddhist monk sitting on a mountain in Tibet, or a frustrated lit major who fought her way up from writing New Age greeting cards.
 

Anyway, the first message was from my partner Drew, asking if I had finished my half of the report for the Ewell case. Or more accurately, nagging me for not having finished my half of the report, since he knew darn well that if it was done I would have e-mailed it to him already. Drew has raised nagging to an art form. It's a shame he doesn't have any kids to practice it on. Still, he had a point. We weren't gonna get our final paycheck from Ewell until we turned in that report on his son and what the kid really did over spring break. I sent Drew back a message that contained the phrases "slave driver" and "on your desk by the end of the day."
 

The second message was from Holly, one of my coven sisters. She just wanted to thank me for babysitting last weekend, and to remind me that I had promised to do something with her oldest daughter, Summer, on Friday. I still hadn't decided what that something was gonna be. Holly had chosen me to be Summer's "Vernal Guide", which is sort of a formal Wiccan way of saying "confidant". The idea is that no matter how good a parent you are, there will always be some things that your children won't be comfortable asking you about. Mostly things involving sex. So rather than have them learn everything from other kids their age --most of whom have some pretty wacky ideas on the subject-- you arrange for them to have an older friend. Someone who knows all about sex and love and relationships, and who won't rat them out to their parents when they ask embarrassing questions.
 

I still had no idea why Holly had asked me to do the job. To be honest, my track record with men has been less than stellar. In fact, it seems like all the guys that I can get along with turn out to be gay. I don't know. Maybe Holly figures that I've learned from my mistakes. She could even be right about that. Anyway, now Summer and I had to get together and see if this little arrangement would work for us. I was still trying to decide where to take her on Friday. I had been thinking of a little tea shop I know that has folk-singing on the weekends, but that seemed kind of tame. I mean, the whole point of this is for Summer to have a friend who treats her like an adult and takes her places that she can't go with her mother. So now I was leaning towards a girls' night out at Cafe Diabolique.
 

Yeah. The more I thought about it, the more I liked it. When they rebuilt the Diabolique after the bombing last year, they added a stage in the back. And now on the weekends they put on shows that ever so gingerly step around the city's adult entertainment laws. You see, in Atlanta, you can't run a strip club without a license, and the city charges something like five hundred thousand bucks for those. And you're not allowed to have a club within a half mile of a school or a church --guess the good padres don't want people popping in before services on Sunday and leaving their tithing money with someone named "Bambi". Lots of annoying rules.
 

However, it turns out that there's no law against putting on plays that just happen to have lots of nudity in them. First Amendment protections, "freedom of expression", something like that. It's a loophole that the Diabolique takes full advantage of. Admittedly, it took me a while to get used to the idea of Hamlet working the audience for tips during his big soliloquy, but once you make the mental adjustment it's a lot of fun. The actors are mostly students from Emory and Georgia Tech, and they seem to be having a good time. I'm sure it pays better than working in the campus cafeteria. And the job seems to have some fringe benefits. I once had Professor Henry Higgins slip me his phone number.
 

I had Cassandra zip out to the Diabolique's website to find out what was playing this weekend. It turned out to be Oklahoma. Hm. Guys in cowboy hats and boots. Yep, this idea was sounding better all the time. Nothing better for a little female bonding than watching naked guys and bitching about men.
 

Oops. I was assuming that Summer was into men. Her mom had mentioned something about a boyfriend, but that doesn't necessarily mean anything at her age. And I wouldn't want her feeling out of place. Maybe I should invite some lesbian friends along, so there will be folks ogling the female actors, as well. Yeah, I could probably talk Shard and her girlfriend into joining us. That way Summer will fit in no matter what she likes. And besides, Shard will get a kick out that song, I'm just a girl who can't say no!
 

I was startled out of my musings by a honk from the cab. He was five minutes early. No problem, I was almost finished with my makeup. I put on a last bit of eyeshadow, and then got out of the car and waved him over. He pulled up alongside me and got out.
 

"Something wrong with your car, lady?"
 

"Yes, I would call triple A, but I'm in a hurry. If you would be kind enough to get my bags, young man."
 

I popped the trunk for him, and he tried to pick up my suitcases.
 

"Jesus, lady. What are you carrying in these things? Gold bricks?" 
 

"Never you mind," I said.
 

He managed to heave my bags into his cab, and then came around and held the door for me. I made myself comfortable, while he ran around and slid back in behind the wheel.
 

"OK, lady. Where to?"
 

I gave him the address for Davis's complex. The cabby looked at me like I was crazy.
 

"You dragged me all the way out here to drive you two lousy blocks?"
 

"No," I said, handing him a fifty dollar bill. "I dragged you out here to drive me two lousy blocks without making any smart comments."
 

The cabby looked at the bill. He held it up to check the watermark. And then he looked me over in the rearview mirror. He knew something was up.
 

"Something wrong with your credit card, ma'am?"
 

He was right to be suspicious. People only use cash for transactions that they don't want recorded. It's something you use to buy drugs, or sex, or cigarettes. It is certainly not something that nice little old ladies from Buckhead carry on their persons.
 

The cabby watched me for a few more seconds, curiosity vying with greed. I said nothing, letting him think it over. In the end, greed won out. As it usually does. He pocketed the fifty and pulled out of the parking lot.
 

From the Kudzu Cafe, Davis's complex was a straight shot down Peachtree through the depths of yuppie hell, otherwise known as Buckhead. It's the section of Atlanta where people with more money than taste go to breed. During the two block drive I counted no fewer than three neo-Southern eateries, five trendy Russian restaurants, and more neon lit night clubs named after Romantic poets than I care to think about.
 

Two blocks down, the cab turned off Peachtree and into the the circular brick driveway of Davis's complex, "The French Quarter". Like everything else in Buckhead, "The French Quarter" is a cheap copy of something else. Well, not cheap. Not at the prices these condos go for. But how else do you describe a place that has gas street lamps and horse ties and a caged parrot out front? Oh yeah, and the trees with the fake spanish moss. I mean, it's all kind of cute in New Orleans, where there's a whole historic district of little two story buildings like this. But it loses something when you stack them all up into a thirty story monstrosity and stick it in the middle of Atlanta.
 

The cabby deposited me and my bags on the curb, and then drove away quickly. Probably worried that I would ask for help with the suitcases. I was hoping the concierge would meet me out front, but she was nowhere in sight. So much for her promise to "keep an eye out".
 

I extended the wheels on my bags, and managed to drag them up the handicapped access ramp and in the front door of the complex. Inside, the lobby was done up to look like a New Orleans courtyard, with a brick floor and a fountain, and murals on the walls depicting quaint little shops. I left my bags at the door and wandered around for a few minutes, doing my best to look lost. Finally, the concierge noticed me and came to my rescue.
 

"Good afternoon," she said. She was a confident young woman, mid-twenties, in a smart black business suit. "May I help you?"
 

"Oh, yes please. I'm trying to find my son's home. It's number 912. No, that's not right. 219? Yes, I think it's 219. Now, would that be on the second floor or the twenty first?"
 

The concierge looked puzzled.
 

"Excuse me, but whose unit are you looking for?"
 

"My son's. Brian Davis. He's a lawyer with King and Spalding. Which is quite a good firm, you know. They're all very pleased with him there. I'm told he'll make partner in the next couple of..."
 

I stopped. The concierge had raised an eye brow. Something was setting off her warning bells.
 

"Is something wrong?" I asked.
 

She laughed.
 

"Ma'am, I don't know who the hell you are, but I met Mr. Davis's mother when she visited last month. Among other things, she's at least a foot taller than you are. And she wouldn't be caught dead in that cheap hat. So you want to tell me what's going on here?"
 

Oops.
 

I glared at her in mute indignation, trying to buy a few seconds to think my way out of this.
 

OK, Jen. Pressure makes diamonds. I studied the concierge, searching for any clues that would tell me her element. Each one has its special weakness. Earth souls, for example, tend to be resistant to new ideas, so you can use their inertia and rigidity to your advantage. Or you can appeal to their nurturing side, and try to melt them with tears. Air souls, on the other hand, tend to be flighty. All you have to do is wait till their attention wanders on to something else, and then slip right by. Fire is an element of domination; you either play weak, and let it think it has burned you, or play strong, and blow it out. And then there are the water souls. Water is the most fluid and changeable of the elements, and it harbors the greatest of secrets. Water souls tend to listen a lot and talk very little. With water, all you can do is plumb its depths, and that takes time. My partner, Drew, is a water soul. We've had the agency together for five years now, and I still haven't figured him out.
 

Unfortunately, I hadn't done my homework on the concierge. I didn't even know what sign of the zodiac she'd been born under. I was gonna have to read her on the fly. The suit was black, but she'd accessorized it with a metallic chain belt and lots of bright jewelry, all flash and sharp edges. I didn't see an earth soul making such a deliberate cry for attention. And I'd also heard her laugh. It was a sarcastic chuckle, not the musical laugh of a water soul. That left air and fire. And her manner seemed too direct for air. When we'd first met, she'd walked straight up to me, without any of the subconscious little meanderings that air souls can't help. And while we talked, she'd kept her eyes fixed on me, never letting them waver. I looked back into her eyes, and saw a certain flash.
 

OK. I'd play this one as fire.
 

I clenched my teeth until my face started to flush, locked my eyes on her, took a deep breath, and let it out in a long, venomous hiss.
 

"His MOTHER? Is that what that gold digging whore who married his father is calling herself these days? Well, isn't that just great! Why don't you ask her where she was during the nine months that I carried Brian! Huh? How about during the seven months that I breastfed him! Or what about all the years when I bathed him and changed his diapers and nursed him through chicken pox and raised that boy! Where was she during all of that, huh?! Oh, that's right. She would have been in about the sixth grade! Probably in a perky little cheerleader's outfit, plotting ways to land herself a rich husband. 'Oh, Dr. Davis, would you give me an exam? It hurts right here. Oh, Dr. Davis, you have such a nice bedside manner. Oh, Dr. Davis, why don't you divorce that tired old prune of a wife and marry me!'"
 

The concierge took a step back.
 

"Uh... why don't you let me show you where your son's unit is, ma'am?"
 

I swallowed hard, trying to control my rage. It had taken on a life of its own. Method acting and all, you know. 
 

"Yes. That would be very helpful of you." 
 

She grabbed one of my bags, and nearly pulled her arm out of the socket trying to lift it. She smiled awkwardly, and then dragged it over to the elevator. I followed her with the other suitcase.
 

We took the elevator up to the second floor, then wheeled the bags down the hall to Davis's condo. Breathing heavily, I examined the keypad on his front door. I wrinkled up my forehead in concentration.
 

"Let's see. Brian gave me a code to get in."
 

I punched in the four digit code 5876. It was rejected by the door with a nasty buzz.
 

"Oh. Maybe I got the digits mixed up. It's probably..." I punched in 6785. Again, the nasty buzz.
 

I clenched my teeth.
 

"Confound it. Maybe the code was..."
 

I was reaching for the keypad a third time when the concierge finally intervened. Good thing, too. Most of these doors are programmed to call their owners if someone punches in three wrong numbers in a row.
 

"Why don't I just use my pass code," she suggested.
 

She punched something in that met with the door's approval. It chimed contentedly and opened with a click.
 

"Thank you," I said. I dragged one of the suitcases inside. She helped me with the other, and then beat a hasty retreat down the hall. I heard her muttering something under her breath as I closed the door.
 

I was in.
 

I took a deep breath and looked around. Davis's apartment was pretty much the way I remembered it. Like some designer had swallowed The Oxford Book of English Poetry and then thrown up all over the living room. It was the pseudo-Romantic look that was in with the yuppie crowd. A big stone fireplace with a fake fire. Thick velvet drapes. Little gargoyle faces staring out of the crown molding. Silver candelabras everywhere. And gold leaf on everything that would hold still for it. I can't believe that I ever thought this place was cool.
 

OK. Enough with the decorating critique. Time to get down to work. I put on a pair of surgical gloves, then got out a hanky and opened the front door long enough to wipe my prints off the key pad. Not that I really expected Davis to get the police involved. No, he had too many dirty little secrets to hide, and he would never risk the press getting their hands on this story. Still, it never hurts to play it safe.
 

Next thing was to get the hot tub going. I went out on the balcony and turned it on, setting the temperature up as high as it would go. It would take it a few minutes to get to a good boil. In the meantime, I got my tools out of the suitcase and went upstairs to work on his bedroom.
 

Like everything else in his home, Davis's sanctum sanctorum was overdone. Dark green walls with gold leafed crown molding, and a mural on the ceiling depicting little naked angels. The bed was one of those popular replicas, a big four poster with a canopy and thick velvet drapes that you can pull closed to keep out mosquitoes or nosy servants or rebelling peasants. I did envy him the desk, which was an antique hardwood rolltop. He told me it had once belonged to Ronald Reagan, or someone like that.
 

It took me a couple of minutes to find the heating vent, which was on a floorboard between the bed and the armoire, and another couple to remove the cover with my electric screwdriver. That done, I went back to my suitcase for the fish.
 

At the market that morning, I had been faced with a real dilemma: tilapia or salmon? I couldn't decide which would get smellier faster. Then I'd gotten a whiff of some halibut that was already starting to turn, and that settled it.
 

I extracted the fish from its bag and slid it into the heating vent. Then I replaced the cover, adding a drop of crazy glue to each of the screws before tightening them into place. It really was poetic justice. Any woman walking into this bedroom should be able to smell that there is something rotten going on.
 

Next up was the kitchen. Davis had one of those monster cooking areas that is pretty much just for show. Oh, there are a lot of shiny pots and pans hanging around, but if you look in the refrigerator you'll find nothing but stacks of pre-made meals from the Russian place down the street. I think that the only piece of equipment in the whole kitchen that Davis actually knows how to operate is the microwave. Well, that and the kitchen table. And then only for recreational purposes.
 

I went back to my suitcase for the chalk and my soldering iron, and then set to work on that table. It proved to be a little trickier than I'd expected. If you've never tried to trace an outline of your own butt and back on a table while you're lying on it... well, it's harder than you'd think. Fortunately, my aikido classes keep me pretty flexible, and I managed to trace a reasonably good silhouette of myself, which I then burned into the wooden table top with my soldering iron.
 

OK. What next. The hot tub, the bedroom, the kitchen table. Where else did we...? Oh yeah, the couch.
 

I went out to the living room and drew a chalk outline of the two of us on the velvet cushions of his settee, then filled it in with black spray paint. When I was done, I stepped back and examined my work. I wasn't sure. It had seemed like a good idea when I planned it. But now that I was staring at the thing, it just looked like one of those Rorschach blotches. Well, I could still make out at least three of the legs and a couple arms. Davis was a clever boy; he'd get the point.
 

That done, I went out and checked on the hot tub, but it still wasn't sufficiently hot for my purposes. No problem. I needed a few minutes to work on his computer, anyway.
 

I went back to the bedroom and sat down at Davis's desk. His computer was running a screensaver that morphed various old masters paintings into photos of current celebrities. Cute. I found the microphone cable and jacked it into my phone, then started up the mask program again. Knowing Davis, his computer would only respond to its master's voice.
 

"Good afternoon, Annette," I said.
 

"Good afternoon, Master Davis. You're home early. Your password please?"
 

"Of course. It's Kama Sutra."
 

In retrospect, I should have been able to guess that one. Instead, I'd spent most of last Sunday night up on the roof of the building across the street, eavesdropping on Davis's and waiting for him to go to his computer and use his password. Silly boy. Someone really should have told him the first rule of dating: never tick off a woman with a rifle mic and free time on her hands.
 

"Thank you," Annette said, as she unlocked the system for me. The screen saver evaporated, and I got my first look at Davis's files. I will say this for the man: he certainly keeps everything well organized. It made finding what I wanted so much easier. From my surveillance, I knew that Davis was currently dating two other women. A perusal of his recent e-mails turned up a third that I hadn't known about.
 

Tsk, tsk Brian. If you had just been up front with me about all this, so that I knew where I stood. Maybe we could have worked something out. But no, you had to feed me that whole story about being an old fashioned romantic kind of guy. I can't believe that I actually bought that hokey line about me being your "soulmate". Now we are going to have to do things the hard way. But at least I know why you were only free to see me one night a week.
 

I dug up his most recent love letter to each of his paramours, and "accidentally" carbon copied them to his other girlfriends. I couldn't wait until this bunch got together and started comparing notes. It seems that our Brian has a system for his romantic correspondence: After the first date, an endearing little note in which he confesses to a bit of chauvinism.
 

I know it's wrong of me, but I just never expected that such a beautiful woman could also be so intelligent and funny.
 

After the second date, a slightly steamier note in which he claims that I don't normally move this fast, but my heart can't seem to help itself.
 

After the third date, a letter with the phrase, the sort of woman I've been waiting all my life for.
 

And then after the fourth date, it gets really corny, and he breaks out the poetry. Byron.
 

I'm not sure what was more revolting: the fact that he used the exact same material on all his girlfriends, or the fact that I had fallen for it too. Well, what had I expected? The man did say that he believes in recycling.
 

My work done, I logged off and unplugged my phone from his system. Out on the balcony, the hot tub had finally reached its maximum temperature. Perfect. I unloaded the bags of instant mashed potatoes from my suitcases and carried them out to the porch. I'd managed to squeeze in ten of the jumbo economy bags, the kind they use to feed army troops and such. I figured that would be enough to do the job. The jacuzzi action actually did a nice job of mixing in the first few bags, but finally jammed up and shorted out as the mixture thickened. After that, I got one of Davis' golf clubs out of the closet and finished mixing the stuff by hand.
 

"Boil, boil, toil and trouble," I muttered to myself, as I stirred. "Fire burn and cauldron bubble."
 

When the potatoes were done, I was struck by a sudden whim, and got a stick of butter out of the refrigerator. I melted it in the microwave and drizzled it on top. I don't believe in doing anything halfway. 
 

Well that pretty much insured that he wouldn't be reusing any of the places that we'd made love. Which left just one more detail to attend to. A spell. One last little gift for him to remember me by. 
 

Oh, don't worry. I wasn't going to do anything drastic. None of that "change him into a stag and hunt his ass down with a bow" kind of magick that you hear about in the old faerie tales. No. Real witches are all bound by the Threefold Law, and never use our magick to bring harm to others. For whatever negative energy a witch sends out into the world, it will come back at her three times as powerful. 
 

There is, however, one small exception to that rule: A witch is allowed to cause magickal harm, if by so doing she teaches the target of her spell a lesson. And Brian Davis was one man in desperate need of an education. 
 

I got my magick kit out of the suitcase, and took it into the living room to perform the spell. I drew a circle around myself. Once in salt, asking the Earth to witness my pain and lend me her strength. Once in rain water, asking the Lady of the Lake to hear my pleas. Once with a lit match, calling on the Fire which had fueled my passions. And once more with incense, summoning the Wind to breath life into my spell. 
 

As each element lends its gift, the power within the circle builds. The mundane reality of the room grows further away. I stand in a place between the worlds, where the possible kisses the fantastic, where the laws of nature become as malleable as dreams, and where objects are but containers for ideas. Within that space, I weave my spell. 
 

Three candles to light the way. Between them, a parchment, upon which I have copied the first love letter that Brian ever sent me. I turn it over, and draw an open eye on the back. From my kit, I take out a piece of clear quartz, the seer stone that reveals all lies, and a piece of moonstone, full of the power of the feminine. I place them on the drawing of the eye, along with a strand of Brian's hair. And then, very carefully, I fold them up in the parchment as I recite the Charm of Clarity. 
 

Three times I recite the charm, as I fold the parchment and tie it up with string. Once, full of rage for his lies. Once, full of anger for my own believing them. And once, full of the love that I still can't help feeling for him. I let my passions fuel the spell, binding them up in the parchment even as I bind up the stones and the hair. 
 

And then it is done. The packet is tied shut, the spell completed. And I am free. I have buried my anger in the spell, and let go of it. I will walk out the door and leave it behind. 
 

Brian, on the other hand, will still have to live with it for a while. The packet contained a spell that would make all his lies transparent to women. That would teach him a lesson. Pity I couldn't stay around to watch the results. I still had to lay the trick-- that is, place the bag where he would walk under it-- but that was a no-brainer. I went to his bedroom, and tossed it up on top of that big canopy over his bed. The spell would last until he found the packet, which I figured would take him at least a couple weeks. 
 

Like I said, pity I couldn't stick around to watch. But it was almost 4 PM, and I had other things to do that day. I packed up my magick kit and my tools and the empty mashed potato bags. And then I grabbed my --now much lighter-- suitcases and walked out the front door of Mr. Davis's home. Pausing just long enough to take off my gloves, I turned and headed down the hall towards the back staircase. 
 

All in all, I'd say he got off pretty easy.
 

 
 







Chapter 2:
 The Number Cruncher
 Wednesday April 23, 4:27 pm
 

I could hear the shouting before I even got off the elevator. Trenton Reed at full volume. He's a proponent of what I call the "yell" theory of management. 
 

"I DO NOT FUCKING WANT TO HEAR THIS! I DO NOT WANT TO HEAR MORE EXCUSES!" 
 

Watch your step, Natalie. I wet my lips and straightened my skirt, and then started down the corridor towards the post-production room. There were six other offices on this hallway, but I noted that the lights were on in only two. The others were all in various stages of abandonment. Three had been neatly mothballed, with covers put over the desks and furniture. The last was a mess, as if the workers had left hastily, and there had been no one left to tidy up after them. 
 

It's like the final days of a war, when there is no one left to bury the last casualties. 
 

"DID I ASK FOR YOUR OPINION? NO! I ASKED YOU TO FIND THE MONEY AND MAKE IT HAPPEN!" 
 

I reached the end of the corridor and pushed open the double doors to the post-production room of the Baptist News Network. Inside, three of the walls were lined with audio-visual work stations, enough to keep fifteen technicians busy. Currently, only two were working. Attrition had been particularly high in the technical fields, as those with transferable skills jumped ship to other media companies. The fourth wall of the room was devoted to a giant screen monitor, with a conference table in front of it where Stonewall used to hold his brainstorming sessions. The Reverend and former Senator liked to be close to the editing process. He was very particular about the images that went out on his network, and didn't always trust the techies to have his intuitive feel for what would sell to the electorate. 
 

Reed had taken up Stonewall's old posture, leaning over the conference table to yell at one of his subordinates, like some ghostly echo of the old man. 
 

"THAT IS NOT AN OPTION!" he shouted, pounding his fist on the table. 
 

The target of this particular motivational speech was Owen Cantor, the comptroller of Liberty Media, BNN's parent company. Owen was white, college educated, and in that volatile 45-50 age range, when men begin to realize that there are limits on what they will accomplish in their lives. Group behavior is typified by overly conservative decisions in business, as fear of demotion or firing outpaces the lure of possible gains, but by increased risk taking in the personal sphere, as they attempt to get themselves out of a "rut" by way of extreme sports, extramarital affairs, and other social experimentation. 
 

"Trent, you've got to be reasonable," Owen said. "If you'd just..." 
 

"FIND ANOTHER WAY!" Reed shouted. 
 

"Oh, sure. I'll just PULL THE FUCKING MONEY OUT OF MY ASS! IS THAT WHAT YOU HAD IN MIND, TRENT?" 
 

Prior to Stonewall's arrest, Trent Reed had been the BNN's Director of Human Resources, a position once described to me as "the vice president in charge of ass kicking." He was white, college educated, with three children and that ultimate in status symbols among religious conservatives, a wife who could afford to stay home and tend house. He was in the energetic 30-35 age group, when male self-confidence peaks, the group being old enough to think that they understand how the game is played, but still young enough to believe that they will accomplish all their life's dreams. Behavior is typified by moderate risk taking in business, but an emphasis on building stable relationships in their private lives. 
 

"I'VE TOLD YOU WE ARE NOT SELLING THE STUDIO!" he shouted. 
 

"WILL YOU JUST LISTEN, TRENT! FOR ONE MINUTE!" Owen shouted back at him. He took a deep breath. "The Cherokee Tribal Corporation has made a very fair offer for our cable..." 
 

"I WILL NOT DO BUSINESS WITH THOSE GODLESS HEATHEN!" 
 

Reed had been given the unenviable job of trying to keep the network up and running while its owner and star attraction faced trial. No small order. The Baptist News Network had been built on Stonewall's charisma and sharp sense of how to manipulate the public. And now it was Stonewall himself who was tearing the network apart. His brutal murder of a prominent artist, done on the air in front of an audience of millions, was a problem, though probably not an insurmountable one. After all, on a scale of popularity, modern artists rank somewhere between lawyers and telemarketers with the public. However, Stonewall's attempts to murder his own son as well as a black police officer were somewhat harder to put a positive spin on, as was his faking of satanic rituals in order to frighten the electorate into supporting his Christian Alliance Party. And then, of course, there was the fact that he had tossed Justin Weir, an extremely popular Christian rock star, off the top of the Liberty Media building. You just don't come back from a gaffe like that. Pollsters everywhere had been forced to invent new measures of negative public approval. 
 

"THEN JUST WHAT DO YOU SUGGEST WE DO, TRENT?! WE'VE GOT NO AD REVENUE COMING IN, PAY PER VIEW SALES HAVE PRACTICALLY EVAPORATED, AND THE OLD MAN IS DRAINING OFF OUR CASH RESERVES AT AN ALARMING RATE TO COVER HIS LEGAL FEES!" 
 

"STONEWALL SAYS HE'S NOT SELLING, AND THAT'S FINAL!" 
 

"STONEWALL DOESN'T HAVE THAT CHOICE!" 
 

Worse still, the network's biggest advertiser had switched sides. The Christian Alliance, Stonewall's political party, was leading a devastating boycott of BNN and anyone who advertised on it. From a tactical viewpoint, I had to admire the move. It was a clever bit of political jujitsu. In a stroke, the party had distanced itself from the disgraced Senator, and turned him into a frightening new enemy that they could rally the faithful against. And once the boycott succeeded and BNN was in ruins, the Christian Alliance would be able to pick up its studios at fire sale prices. 
 

"STONEWALL BUILT THIS NETWORK!" Reed shouted. 
 

"YEAH, AND NOW HE'S TAKING IT APART!" 
 

"HOW DARE YOU!" 
 

"I'M JUST BEING PRACTICAL! WE CAN SELL NOW, OR WE CAN WAIT A MONTH AND LET THE BANKRUPTCY COURTS DO IT FOR US! THAT'S THE ONLY CHOICE WE'VE GOT!" 
 

Behind the two men, the wall monitor was running a video clip. They must have been discussing it when the fight broke out. The scene was from last night's Crossfire on CNN. Reed had been on it, debating the spokesman for the Christian Alliance, Calvin Walker. As public speakers they were pretty evenly matched. They were both young, both moderately attractive, and they both had that righteous "wrath of God" style, that comes across so well on television. The only difference was that Walker was on the winning side. 
 

"I SAID WE'RE NOT SELLING!" Trent shouted. "ARE YOU LISTENING?" 
 

"YEAH! BUT I'M STILL WAITING FOR YOU TO SAY SOMETHING THAT MAKES A LICK OF SENSE!" 
 

"EXCUSE ME, BUT HAS THERE BEEN A REVOLUTION? CAUSE THE LAST TIME I CHECKED, I WAS IN CHARGE HERE!" 
 

"YES TRENT, YOU ARE IN CHARGE! YOU ARE FUCKING IN CHARGE OF RUNNING THIS COMPANY INTO THE GROUND!" 
 

"ARE YOU YELLING AT ME? ARE YOU FUCKING DARING ME TO FIRE YOU?" 
 

From the sound of it, Reed and Cantor were going to be at it for a while longer. It was the sort of argument that wouldn't be over until one of them collapsed from exhaustion. I sidled over to one of the technicians to see what he was doing. 
 

"How's it coming?" I asked, leaning over his shoulder. 
 

"See for yourself," he said. He punched a button, and ran the clip he was working on. 
 

A dark-skinned woman holds up her hand, and as the camera watches she cuts off the last joint of her index finger with a crude flint knife. Shrieking ecstatically, she places it in a bowl, holding it up as an offering too the sky. From somewhere to the right, a scream. The camera spins and stops on a man in a loin cloth with hooks embedded in his chest. Ropes attached to the hooks tighten, slowly pulling him off the ground. The sound he makes is indescribable. Blood trickles down his chest, and the camera follows it, to where it collects in a pool beneath his feet. A small child squats by the crimson puddle, seemingly at play. He paints lines on his face with the blood, and then looks up at the audience, a terrible, inhuman smile on his face. Then a tag line appears asking, 
 

Is this the future of America's children?

 

I blinked and caught my breath. I'd forgotten to breathe during the clip. 
 

"Nice work." 
 

"Thanks," the techie said. "I'm still trying to get the kid's eyes right. I want a sort of a flat, dead look to them." 
 

He pulled up the child's face and showed me some of the options he'd tried so far. 
 

"I haven't quite gotten it, yet." 
 

"What's the clip for?" I asked. "Something on tonight's news?" 
 

"Nah, it's the trailer for a big special on the Cherokee that's gonna run next week. I told Trent we oughta call it The Red Menace." 
 

"Cute." 
 

I could see what Trent was up to. Obviously, he'd been reading the data from our audience surveys. The Cherokee issue still had the power to frighten and motivate BNN's viewers, no matter what they thought of Reverend Stonewall. 
 

A few years back, the Cherokee Nation had filed a suit in the world court, demanding that the U.S. Government return the land it had promised them under a 19th century treaty: namely, the northern half of the state of Georgia, as well as a handful of counties in Tennessee and North Carolina. The media had swarmed over the case when it was first announced, broadcasting eye-catching visuals of Cherokee lawyers in war paint, and then dropped it like a rock when the public's attention wandered. After all, no one, not the media pundits nor the diplomats nor the President herself, had figured that the Cherokee had a snowball's chance in Hell of actually winning the case. 
 

It was a mistake that became apparent over the next couple of years. 
 

The case was still winding its way through the World Court, but the Cherokee had three things going for them. First off, their argument had strong technical merits. The U.S. Supreme Court had already upheld the treaty's validity back in the 1800's. (A fact which the President at the time, Andrew Jackson, had simply ignored when he ordered the army to forcibly relocate the entire nation to Oklahoma.) Secondly, the Cherokee had the international backing of China, which after years of listening to American whining about its handling of Tibet, was more than happy to point out a little Yankee hypocrisy. And lastly, there was cash. Cash from casino gambling. And all the lawyers and politicians that cash could buy. 
 

Stonewall had been one of the first conservatives to figure out how to make hay from the situation. Under the rallying cry One Nation under God, he led a messianic charge against the Cherokee, painting them as godless heathen, and the World Court as a sinister foreign power bent on dismembering the United States. He promised to oppose any rulings from the Hague, using force if necessary. The tactic had won him the fanatic loyalty of the citizens of north Georgia, who were terrified of waking up one morning to find their homes and businesses standing on Cherokee land. They voted for Stonewall when he ran for the senate, they gave money to his campaigns and ministries, and they signed up for his Christian Militia. 
 

The techie added a glint of red to the child's eyes, looked at it, and then rejected the idea. Behind us, Cantor was yelling himself hoarse. He obviously wasn't accustomed to discourse on this level. 
 

"IF YOU'D JUST SHUT YOUR FAT MOUTH FOR A SECOND AND LISTEN, TRENT!" 
 

I walked over to see what the other techie was doing. On her center display, she was running a clip of a fat hairy man in buttless leather pants dancing on a float. Subtitles identified the scene as a Homosexual Recruitment Rally. The techie was wearing headphones, and on her secondary screen she was paging through a directory of sound effects. It looked like she was picking out some suitably sinister music for the background. 
 

To the side, she had a couple of monitors set up as virtual windows. One was looking north from the top of the building, at the midtown skyline and Piedmont Park. The other was looking down into the open area in front of the building, Freedom Plaza. Even at this time of day, it was full of pilgrims. Mostly teenagers, coming to touch the spot where Justin Weir's naked body had smashed into the pavement. 
 

"OWEN, STONEWALL TRUSTED ME WITH THIS NETWORK! AND WHEN HE COMES BACK HE'LL..." 
 

"WHEN HE COMES BACK? WHEN HE COMES BACK?! GET A GRIP TRENT! THE MAN MURDERED SOMEONE ON THE AIR! THEY'VE GOT AUTHENTICATED FOOTAGE OF HIM DOING IT! THEY'VE GOT THE MURDER WEAPON WITH HIS PRINTS! They've got... they've got..." 
 

Owen voice finally gave out. He tried to croak out something in a hoarse whisper, then threw up his hands in disgust and stormed out of the room. Trent glared at him, then slumped into his chair, fuming. I moved in quickly. I wanted to catch Trent while his emotions were still hot and malleable. I walked over to him and touched him on the shoulder. 
 

"You OK, Trent?" 
 

He looked up at me, and the anger drained out of his eyes. Trent was old-school chivalry, which prevented him from yelling at a woman. Well, an attractive woman, anyway. The abrupt shift of emotional gears left him a little disoriented. 
 

"Oh, hi Natalie. I'm holding up." 
 

"You know," I said, "there are some good things about being in a crisis." 
 

Trent raised an eyebrow. 
 

"Tell me. I could use some good news." 
 

"Well, for one thing, you find out who your real friends are." I nodded in the direction of the door that Owen Cantor had just walked out. "The ones who'll stick with you and see things through to the end." 
 

Trent managed a half smile at that. 
 

"You might be on to something there." He rubbed his forehead. "I guess you've brought the latest numbers?" 
 

"Right here," I said, holding up my notebook. 
 

He grimaced slightly, bracing himself for the bad news. "
 

How we doin'?" 
 

"Crappy," I said, putting the notebook down in front of him. "But you didn't need a survey to tell you that." 
 

Trent eyed my notebook without picking it up, then slumped down into his chair. 
 

"Of course," I said softly, "the important stuff isn't in the numbers, anyway." 
 

"What do ya mean?" 
 

"The numbers will tell you that we're getting creamed. They'll tell you that the audience isn't watching our shows, they're not buying our products, and they're sure as Hell not donating to Stonewall's personal ministry. What the numbers don't tell you is how the audience feels: betrayed, angry. But above all confused. Their world has been turned upside-down. They don't know who to trust, or what to believe, and they are desperate to find someone who can make sense of it all for them." 
 

Reed leaned back in his chair and studied my face. 
 

"And I suppose you've got some ideas on what we should do about that?" 
 

"Look Trent, I'm just the second banana down in Demographics. I'm not gonna tell you how to run the network. But I watch the stuff we put out, same as everyone else. And it's real obvious that you've never figured out how to handle the news about Stonewall. You've got us running stories on the Cherokee, and therapies for homosexuality, and faith healing, but you avoid any mention of the Reverend's trial. It's like you're hoping it'll just go away and everyone will forget about it. And it's making the network seem... well, ashamed. Ashamed, and weak, and uncertain about what to do. And that's killing us. Because what the people want more than anything right now is a sense of boldness, and sureness, and righteousness." 
 

Reed's face turned red, as he leaped to the wrong assumption and exploded at me. 
 

"What would you have me do!? Stonewall built this network! Am I supposed to stab him in the back? Join the Christian Alliance and denounce him!?" 
 

"Just the opposite," I cut in, keeping my voice pleasant and disarming. "You've got to start defending him to the hilt." 
 

Reed looked at me like I was crazy. Even he believed that Stonewall was guilty. I hadn't been sure of it till then. 
 

"There's no other way," I went on. "If you tell the viewers that Stonewall tricked them, that there is no Satanic Conspiracy, no army of darkness fighting for the soul of America, then they will never have faith in anything again. These people built their world on the belief that Stonewall was right, even though the rest of the world couldn't see what was going on. All you have to do is convince them that they weren't fools to believe in him. That they were the smart ones, the ones who got it right when the rest of the world was blind. That they still are the smart ones. Believe me, it's not a difficult message to sell." 
 

Something lit up in Reed's eyes. He was beginning to see my point. 
 

"You've got to lay it out for them," I explained. "Stonewall was investigating a series of Satanic murders, and the next thing we know he's been arrested and charged with murder. It doesn't take a genius to figure out that he's been framed. How else would the Conspiracy silence its most dangerous foe? I don't know how they did it. Maybe they summoned a demon that could assume his form, or maybe they sent one to possess him. The point is that THEY are still out there. And with Stonewall in jail, they are more dangerous than ever. The network should be alerting people to the threat, fighting to get Stonewall out of prison, protesting on the courthouse steps and raising money for his legal fees." 
 

Reed was getting caught up in the idea. 
 

"It's a gutsy plan." 
 

"It's the only one that works," I said. "The Christian Alliance has been hitting us hard. We need to start hitting back, branding them as the hypocritical cowards that they are. They were all too happy to make use of Stonewall when he was useful to them, but the minute he's in trouble, they turn on him like a pack of jackals. We need to stop playing defense and go on the attack." 
 

Reed grinned. 
 

"You've been thinking about this for a while, haven't you Natalie?" 
 

"I care about this network," I said, as I picked up my notebook. I called up the chart that showed our ratings broken down by age groups. "This is where you need to hit the Alliance." 
 

"The teenagers?" 
 

"The fifteen to twenty demographic group. They've mobilized against us with a vengeance. If we are going to turn the tide, we need to start with them." 
 

Trent looked at the numbers in that column and whistled. The youngsters had been huge fans of Justin Weir, the singer that Stonewall had killed. Their hatred for the old man was like an erupting volcano. 
 

"Not gonna be an easy row to hoe," Trent observed. 
 

"Nothing worthwhile ever is," I said. 
 

"You think it can be done?" 
 

"There's still one person at this network that they trust." 
 

I tapped on the notebook, and called up the survey for that age group. Trent read the results. 
 

"Sandy Roberts?" 
 

"Yeah. They've grown up watching her "school news break" every day. She's close to their age. They trust her. If you have her lead this attack, the kids will listen. And once you get them back into the fold, everyone else will fall into place." 
 

Trent rubbed his chin while he thought about it. I gave him one last push. 
 

"Look," I said, "either we do nothing and go under. Or we fight. And even if we lose, then at least we go down swinging." 
 

I stood up and walked away, giving him space to think about it. As I reached the door, I lingered for a second, listening. Reed was already on the intercom, summoning copywriters for an emergency meeting. 
 

I knew he'd take the bait. 
 

Out in the hall, I checked my watch. Ten till five. If Reed lit a fire under the writers, they could pull together the new copy for Sandy in about half an hour. I went down to the cafeteria and killed time over a bowl of soup while I waited for them to finish. And then I went in search of Miss Roberts. 
 

I found her in studio three, finishing up a short political skit that would run in tomorrow's BNN Junior School News Break. I stood by the exit and watched while a succession of puppet animals complained about the environmental movement. First a beaver told Sandy that the environmentalists wouldn't let him chop down a tree to build his home. Then a mole in a miner's helmet said that the Greens wouldn't let him dig holes in the earth to find all the beautiful things that God had hidden there for him. And finally a rabbit with a straw hat and a watering can complained that the environmentalists wouldn't even let him use fertilizer in his own garden, and now he didn't know how he was going to feed his children. 
 

"But that doesn't seem fair!" Sandy said. "God gave all of us the earth to use. How come the environmentalists can tell the rest of us what to do with it?" 
 

Then she looked out at the camera. 
 

"Maybe you should all discuss that, while we take a short break." 
 

Sandy stood flashing her hundred watt smile until the director finally said, "Great! I think we're done, people." 
 

The puppeteers dropped their cuddly animals, and Sandy dropped the smile. A couple of her "people" rushed up to her: a beefy blond guy with a juice bottle, and a woman in her fifties who was reading something to her off a notebook. They trailed Sandy as she headed for the exit. I stepped out in front and pushed the door open for her. 
 

"Miss Roberts?" I said, jogging backwards to stay in front of her. "Miss Roberts?" 
 

"Yeah?" 
 

I noticed that she had dropped the southern drawl along with the stage smile. 
 

"I'm Natalie Blain, from Demographics. I normally wouldn't bother someone like you but..." I lowered my voice to a conspiratorial tone. "...but we really need to talk." 
 

Sandy looked me over, doing a quick freak check. I must have passed, because she didn't tell the beefy guy to break my legs. 
 

"Really?" she asked. "What have we got to talk about?" 
 

"Well... I came across some stuff on the latest audience survey. And... do you know what Trent Reed is planning for you?" 
 

That got her attention. 
 

Sandy walked into her dressing room and waved for me to follow. She sat down at the makeup table and the beefy guy started massaging her shoulders. I made a mental note to look up his job description. The older woman stood by the door. 
 

"So, what do ya know?" Sandy asked as she studied her own reflection in the mirror. 
 

"Well... uh..." I stammered. Sandy glanced at me, and I eyed her entourage meaningfully. She shrugged and shooed them away. 
 

"Satisfied?" Sandy asked, as the door closed. 
 

"Sorry, it's just that a lot of people talk to Mr. Reed. And I don't want to lose my job." 
 

Sandy wrinkled her forehead. 
 

"So what's this all about?" 
 

I took a deep breath. 
 

"Well, like I said, I work down in Demographics. And um... well, you probably know this, but anytime the boys upstairs are thinking of a major change to a program, they start slipping things into the questionnaires that we e-mail out to the audience. You know, to try and predict their reaction to it." 
 

I pulled out my notebook. 
 

"Do they ever let you see raw polling results?" I asked. 
 

"I know my approval ratings, that kind of stuff." 
 

"But not the raw numbers, I'll bet. Not before they've had a chance to edit out what they don't want you to see." 
 

Sandy gave a cautious shake of her head. 
 

"No, I didn't think so. Well, this is the survey that they sent out last night." I handed her the notebook. "It probably doesn't look that out of the ordinary, unless you're used to reading these things and understand what the pollsters are really asking." 
 

I leaned in and highlighted some parts of the screen for her. 
 

"The interesting parts in this survey are questions 4, 11, 16, and 18." 
 

Sandy read them over. 
 

"#4. Rate the following people in terms of how much you like them. 
 

#11. Rate the following people in terms of how much you trust them. 
 

#16. Rate the following people in terms of how much you would enjoy spending an hour with them. 
 

#18. Rate the following people in terms of how much you would like to have them as a friend." 
 

She finished and shrugged. 
 

"So?" 
 

"So put two and two together. Stonewall knows that he's not coming back. At least not anytime soon. So he needs somebody that can take over his old job as the lead anchor on the evening news and the public face of the network. But it's got to be somebody that the public likes. And more importantly, someone that they trust. Hence, all these new questions on the survey. You want to know what the audience said?" 
 

She nodded yes, and tried to look less excited than she was. I tapped an icon on a corner of the notebook and opened up the results. Sandy had won hands down in all categories amongst all age ranges and demographic groups. In the composite "Trust" category, she received the highest ranking from more than fifty percent of the respondents. Her next closest competitor had gotten less than twenty-five. 
 

Her eyes lit up, and she stared at the numbers for what seemed like a minute, a smile spreading across her face. Then she turned to me. 
 

"So why show me this?" 
 

"Because I just finished showing these results to the #2 candidate, and he wasn't too happy about them." 
 

Sandy glanced at the poll and noticed who had gotten that twenty-five percent of the "Trust" vote. 
 

"Trent Reed? But he's not even on any of our programs." 
 

"No, but he's been doing a lot of press conferences and talk shows. He's been very visible for the last few months. He's a strong public speaker, and people are starting to associate his face with the network. And..." I leaned in closer, "...he knows that the real power in this network comes with being the presence in front of the camera. He wants the top job." 
 

"But he won't get it. Because the audience trusts me more. Right?" 
 

"For the moment, yes. Reed seemed surprised by that. Apparently he thought that you were too young and that the viewers wouldn't accept you in a more serious role. He said that he didn't want to show the numbers to Stonewall until he is sure what they mean." 
 

"What they mean?" 
 

"Yeah. He seems to be expecting the polls to take a sharp turn in his favor over the next few days." 
 

Sandy frowned. 
 

"Why would that happen?" 
 

"Well, I was wondering that myself, so I talked to a couple of friends over in the newsroom. Um... have you looked over your copy for tonight's news?" 
 

"Yeah. I've got a great story on..." 
 

"You might want to re-read it. I think you'll find that they've made some last minute changes." 
 

Sandy grabbed a notebook off her makeup table and called up the script. 
 

"What? They've cut my piece on teen missionaries in China! I worked my butt off on that story! Now they've got me doing some piece on... how Stonewall was framed?" 
 

She read on. 
 

"Witch on the scene... Traded bodies with Stonewall... used his body to commit murder while he used hers to try and stop... Jesus, who wrote this crap? Even I can't figure out what they're trying to say." 
 

"What they're trying to say is that you're willing to lie to protect Stonewall. Look, I don't know what your feelings are for the old guy, but if you go out and lead some charge in his defense, your trust ratings are gonna fall through the floor. Right now, the big thing you've got going for you is that people trust you. Everyone figures you're too young and sweet to be mixed up in any of Stonewall's plans. But you go out there and deliver that story and... well, the audience is gonna think twice before they believe anything else that comes out of your mouth." 
 

"But what am I gonna say?" 
 

"Anything but that copy they're handing you. Pretend you didn't get the changes. Tell 'em you didn't have enough time to practice it. Tell 'em that you're in love with the piece on Chinese teenagers and you won't do anything else. Throw a tantrum if you have to. You're a star, you're entitled to be a little temperamental. But whatever you do, don't read that speech." 
 

"But what if Trent fires me?" 
 

I laughed. 
 

"Fire you? With ratings like yours? Sandy, he'd never be able to justify it to Stonewall. Just hold your ground and you'll be fine." 
 

"Yeah, you're right. What was I thinking?" 
 

"Reed will keep the pressure on you for a few days. But eventually Stonewall will get his hands on the survey results, and then no one will be able to touch you." 
 

"Yeah," Sandy said, grinning. 
 

Then an ugly thought occurred to her. She looked at me and her eyes narrowed. 
 

"Wait a minute. Why are you telling me all this? What's in it for you?" 
 

I smiled at her reassuringly. Sandy still had a lot to learn. That should have been the first question she asked, not the last. 
 

"Well, for one thing I'm not happy about the way that Reed is doing this," I said. "I've never liked cheats. And for another, I can read the numbers. You're going places. And I'd like to have a friend in those places." 
 

Sandy nodded knowingly . It was an explanation she liked. 
 

I stood up. 
 

"I'll let you get ready for the evening news. Oh, and one last thing-- You should probably start thinking about what you want to do with the anchor position once they give it to you." 
 

"What do you mean?" 
 

"Well, Stonewall had his own style when he was the lead anchor. You know, with his political tirades and Satanic phone-in segments and such. But there's no reason you have to do things the same way. You might try going to more of a talk show format, something that would let you interact with the studio audience and capitalize on your people skills. I'd be happy to give you some ideas if you want to talk again." 
 

"Yeah. Maybe we should do that." I nodded in agreement and took my leave. The blond muscle boy and the notebook lady were waiting out in the hall, looking a little perturbed that I was weaseling in on their meal ticket. I ignored them, and made my way to the elevator. 
 

Down on the ground level I headed for the back of the building and slipped out an emergency exit. From there, I had to circle the block to get to the parking garage. It was an indirect route, but still faster than trying to elbow my way through all the Justin Weir fans out in Freedom Plaza. Reverend Stonewall had shown particularly bad judgment in tossing the singer off his own building. At the very least, he could have murdered the guy out in the woods somewhere, so that the pilgrims wouldn't create a traffic jam for everyone trying to get in or out of the tower. There's just no excuse for sloppy planning like that. 
 

For a while it had looked like Weir's fans might get bored with their vigil and go home. About a month ago, the numbers had started dropping, and it had gotten so a person could actually walk across the plaza unmolested if they waited till after 9 pm or so. And then the Graffiti Poet had hit. 
 

The folks at BNN were still trying to figure out how he did it. All anybody knows is that when the pilgrims started thinning out late one Thursday night, they discovered a poem painted on the plaza floor in two foot tall letters. It hadn't been there the day before, and it hardly seems possible that someone could have painted it there while the crowd was milling around, walking over the letters and such. But nonetheless, there it was. A little ditty on searching for God in all the wrong places. The fans had immediately decided that it was a miracle and that Justin Weir was sending them song lyrics from beyond the grave. 
 

Since then, the poet had struck at odd times and in very odd places. Once, he even got into BNN's system, and replaced the end credits on the evening news with the scrolling text to one of his poems. I couldn't help wondering who was behind him. He obviously had some technical sophistication to be able to pull off these kind of stunts. And by inciting Weir's fans, he had kept their hatred for Stonewall burning white hot, making any rapprochement between BNN and the under twenty-five demographic next to impossible. 
 

At the garage I grabbed my car, and drove the six blocks to the Hilton. The Christian Alliance had rented one of the business suites there as a temporary office. I parked the car, took the elevator up to the top floor, and presented myself at their door. A blond kid with a crew cut and a Christian Militia arm band lead me into the back room, where I found Calvin Walker laughing over something on a monitor. 
 

"Natalie, you gotta come see this," he said, waving me over. 
 

I leaned across the desk to get a better view. On the monitor was an image of the I-75-85 Connector that runs through the center of Atlanta, with the Microsoft News Service logo in the corner. 
 

"Uh, Calvin? I don't know how to break this to you and Microsoft, but a traffic jam on the Connector is hardly a news event." 
 

"No, wait. You'll see." 
 

After a few seconds, the image shifted to a close-up on one of the big digital signs that hangs over the Connector. Only instead of flashing a traffic advisory, it was flashing the words:
 





And no exit that will take you,
 

To that spiritual breakthrough,
 

Though you shift from lane to lane and...
 

 

Wow. The graffiti poet again? Boy, this guy gets around. 
 

"Another message from our friend the poet?" I asked. 
 

"Yep!" Calvin said, chuckling. "He's got 'em all set up like those old Burma Shave signs, flashing a new stanza every quarter mile. People have been driving onto the interstate just to read 'em." 
 

He paused, savoring the moment. 
 

"Boy, this must be driving Trent crazy," he said. 
 

"Well that, and the fact that his company's going bankrupt. And that drubbing you gave him on Crossfire last night probably didn't improve his mood. I particularly liked the part where you called him 'the vile servant of a twisted master'. Nice delivery." 
 

"Thanks. I practiced it with my dialog coach." 
 

"Yes, all things considered, it has not been a good week for Mr. Reed." 
 

"I wonder if it could get any worse?" Calvin asked, with a gleam in his eye. 
 

"You know, it just might," I said, sitting down on his desk. "In about half an hour he's going to get into a nasty little fight with Sandy Roberts, his top remaining star. He's going to call her something like a 'turncoat Judas', and she's going to accuse him of trying to wreck her career." 
 

"Pity I can't be there to watch." 
 

"Yes, well life is full of disappointments, Calvin." 
 

He chuckled again. 
 

"For some of us, more than others." 
 

He leaned back in his chair, a look of utter contentment on his face. 
 

"So, Natalie. Should I offer Sandy the anchor job tomorrow? Or is that too soon? Maybe I ought to play it cool and wait a week. What do you think?" 
 

"I think you should stop being cocky and wait till you actually own the network." 
 

Calvin's smile broadened a notch. 
 

"You know something I don't?" I asked. 
 

He reached into his desk drawer and handed me a notebook. There was a legal document on it, dated the 24th. It took me a few seconds to skip through the boiler plate and get to the meat of it. 
 

"Mrs. Stonewall is filing for divorce tomorrow?" 
 

"I believe that she now prefers to be addressed by her maiden name, Beaumont." 
 

"Whatever. Well, I guess it shouldn't come as a surprise. Stonewall has all but admitted to adultery. And I can't imagine the murders helped." 
 

"Yes, well I don't know how Mrs. Beaumont feels about all that. But I do know how she feels about watching their joint marital assets get sucked up by the Reverend's legal bills." 
 

"And you know about this filing... how?" 
 

Calvin's smile dimmed just a notch as he put on his poker face. He was trying to hide something from me. 
 

"Ms. Beaumont and I have spoken a few times, since the Reverend's arrest." 
 

"Have you, now?" 
 

I took a second to do the math. Mrs. Stonewall was a woman in her fifties who had recently discovered that her husband was both an adulterer and a murderer. Calvin Walker was a man in his thirties, easy on the eye, and her husband's mortal enemy. A decent bookie would give me two-to-one odds that they were sleeping together. 
 

Well, no point in letting Calvin know that I was on to him. I needed to change the subject. I nodded to his monitor, which was still running footage of the street signs on the Connector. 
 

"By the way, Calvin-- Is this guy one of your people?" 
 

"What? The poet?" 
 

He laughed. 
 

"Haven't you heard, Natalie? It's the ghost of Justin Weir, out to avenge his murder." 
 

I frowned. 
 

"OK," Calvin said. "Seriously. He's not one of mine. Though I do wish I'd thought of it. Every time he strikes, Stonewall and his cronies at the BNN sink another point with the 15 to 25 demographic." 
 

Calvin's eyes watched the lines of poetry crawl by on the screen, and his face hardened. 
 

"Pity there aren't any Weir fans on the jury," he said. "They'd be sure to give the old man a shot in the arm." 
 

"You really hate Stonewall that much?" 
 

"I hate what he's done to the party. And I don't just mean this latest crap with the murders. Stonewall's been mismanaging the Christian Alliance for years. Draggin' us into his personal vendettas. Gettin' us involved in all sorts of crazy causes that we can't win. Like this whole anti-Cherokee crusade of his. I mean, why are we even in that fight? Sure, it plays great with the voters in Georgia, but everywhere else it makes us look like a bunch of racist bastards. How the heck are we ever supposed to build a national party when we're frittering away our resources on shit like this?" 
 

"Nice speech," I said. "You been rehearsing it?" 
 

He took his eyes off the monitor and looked at me. 
 

"I am grateful for your help, Natalie. And I promise you, once this little family feud is settled, things will be different around the Christian Alliance and BNN." 
 

"I'm counting on it," I said, and departed. 
 

The blond with the crewcut showed me to the door, and I took the glass elevator down to the lobby. I left my car in the lot, hoofed it over to the MARTA station, and caught a southbound train to the Underground Atlanta stop. 
 

Underground is one of those shopping districts that was really trendy back in the twentieth century. It used to be all gift shops and restaurants and tourist traps. But as the neighborhood got rougher, the tourists had moved on to safer venues, and the shops had followed them. Now the place wasn't clean, and it wasn't safe. But it was interesting. Goth kids, and Neo-hippies, and anime clones, and Cyber kids doing geek chic. Half the stores were boarded up, and the other half had been converted into funky bars, and nightclubs that were not for the faint of heart. I headed for the one called Morpheus. The bouncer gave me a funny look about the way I was dressed, but I undid two buttons on my blouse and he let me in. 
 

I grabbed a seat at the bar and watched the door for a few minutes, just to make sure that I hadn't been followed. If anyone had been tailing me, they would stick out like a sore thumb in this place. Luckily, I didn't seem to have any unwanted company tonight. 
 

I walked over to the most visible spot in the club, a well lit area underneath the men's room sign. Trying to look casual, I pulled on the lapels of my jacket. 
 

A few seconds later a man stepped out of the shadows. He wore moccasins and jeans, and a buckskin vest with blue beadwork on it. And he had the long straight black hair and brown skin of a pureblood Cherokee. He nodded to me, and pulled on the lapels of his vest. 
 

"Who are you?" he asked. 
 

"Tahlequah-- who are you?" I replied, in the formal greeting of our secret society. 
 

"I am Keetowah's son," he answered with the traditional countersign. And then he smiled. "But you can call me Laughing Bear." 
 

He led me to a table in the corner, and we sat down. 
 

"So Quicksilver," he asked. "What news do you bring from the camp of our enemies?"
 

 
 







Chapter 3:
 The Gumshoe
 Wednesday April 23, 7:17 pm
 

The mark still hadn't shown up, so I was killing time in the mystery section. It was at the back of the store, but it had a clear line of sight to the front door. A good place to watch for him, without being too obvious about it. And besides, I like mysteries. Gotta have something to listen to during all those long stakeouts. 
 

The store had a bunch of ad cards out for a new Sherlock Holmes mystery, but I couldn't find a copy on the shelf. They must have sold the display paperback and forgotten to print up a new one. The ad cards had a picture of Holmes and Watson sitting up in bed and reading the London Times, but that didn't tell me much about the plot. The quotes on the back weren't much help either. 
 

"Their sexiest adventure yet!" raved Genre Magazine. But it says that about every book it reviews. 
 

Two shelves over, they had a new Agatha Christie. Well, a new book by that guy out in California who claims to be psychically channeling her ghost. I've always wondered how he ever landed the rights to use her name. Probably something involving an heir who had some big unpaid debts around the time the original copyrights finally ran out. Anyway, I'd read his last book... well, her last book... their last book? Well, whoever wrote it, it wasn't half bad. The final solution was a bit contrived, but I really liked the relationship between Ms. Marple and her lesbian lover. 
 

I looked over the other titles on the shelf, and wound up pulling out a paperback with a rather fetching shirtless blond guy on the cover. What can I say? I'm a man, and we're hardwired to respond to certain kinds of advertising. 
 

Anyway, I skimmed a bit of it and found out that the character on the cover was "Dirk Hunter", a porn star who solves crimes in his spare time. In this particular adventure, Dirk was at a swank party in LA, when a famous director was found stabbed to death in the hot tub. So Dirk was busily interrogating all the principal suspects-- which for some reason seemed to involve getting each of them naked and in the throes of passion. Hm. I would have to remember that interview technique. It sure sounded like more fun than the approaches I've been using. I found the store's order code on the back, flipped on my palmtop, and told Sherwin to download a copy of the audio version. 
 

"Yeah boss. Guess I got nothing better to do." 
 

"Thanks." 
 

I turned my palmtop off before Sherwin could squeeze in any additional whining. He really is a sullen little program. Or at least, for something that's not alive he mimics sullen pretty darn convincingly. Last January I actually got so fed up with him that I stripped him off my system and replaced him with a more upbeat agent program, Microsoft's "Suzy-Q". That one lasted for all of four days, until the relentless cheerfulness started to give me a headache. I wound up deleting her and re-installing Sherwin. I guess I've just gotten used to him. But I swear, if they ever come out with a digital version of prozac, I know one program who's going on medication. 
 

I glanced at the door, and then at my watch. 7:25 pm, and still no sign of the mark. It was beginning to look like he'd be a no-show. According to my client, the mark always stops in here for a cup of coffee after his Wednesday workouts. So either my client's information was wrong-- not the first time it's happened to me, but you would think the guy would know his husband's habits -- or the mark had found something at the gym to distract him. I'd give him another half an hour, and then write off the evening as a scratch. 
 

I went over to the store's coffee bar to check on Daniel, the bait for my little fishing expedition. I had left him there fifteen minutes ago with a glass of coke and instructions not to get into any trouble. Surprise, surprise. He wasn't there. Asking Daniel to stay out of trouble is sort of like asking a politician not to waste your tax money. You make the request every so often, even though you know it won't do any good. Well, at least OutBound is a small store. He shouldn't be too hard to find. 
 

According to the ad in the yellow pages, OutBound is a "Gay Friendly Bookstore". But I never felt like that was a good description. I mean, when a place charges you five bucks for a glass of coke and seven for a cup of mocha, you gotta wonder where its real profit center is. And then there's the disco ball. I don't know of many other bookstores with a disco ball. Personally, I'd describe the place as a gay bar with a reading area. 
 

I figured that I'd probably find Daniel in the fitness section. He has a thing for those soft core porn magazines that they market as "workout aids". You know, the ones with all the really buff guys in skimpy outfits demonstrating the proper way to do a pushup. 
 

I got to the section, but there was no Daniel in sight. Just a trio of twenty-something refugees from the fashion wars. Probably slumming it in the bookstore before heading out to one of the dance clubs. They were all decked out in that neo-Romantic clubwear that you see on all the beautiful people these days: pirate shirts, bright sashes, skin tight velvet leggings, and those big floppy suede boots with the hidden pockets-- gotta have some place to put their cash cards and drugs, I guess. And they were all doing that trendy thing with the fuzz under their lower lip. You know, where they shave it into the shape of a diamond or a heart or a club. There's actually some code to the whole thing, and each of the suits is supposed to advertise the exact sexual tastes of the wearer, but I can never keep up with them all. For all I knew, it just meant that these guys were into strip poker. 
 

Well, at least they'd all given up that chest-shaving thing. Apparently whatever fashion gods had decided that pirate shirts were "in" had also decided that a discreet amount of chest hair was necessary to properly accessorize them. And it was a nice change from that whole hairless Ken doll look that everybody was doing a few years back. Still, I can't help wondering about all those guys who'd had their body hair lasered off. Were they all getting hair plugs installed in their chests now? There are times when I'm thankful that I've never had the money to be trendy. 
 

One of the refugees with a spade on his chin looked up and made eye contact with me. I made the mistake of smiling back at him. He rolled his eyes with distaste and looked away, while mentally racking up another point on his evening's score card. Apparently, I had lost that round of Ha! You showed interest first!

 

Continuing my search for Daniel, I tried the porch next. A bunch of kids were out there smoking. I don't think any of them had ever actually bought a book. But they're too young to get into the bars, so the gay bookstore is the only place they can hangout. This bunch was all in bad-boy Catholic drag. Big crucifixes, gaudy saint medallions, and t-shirts depicting eroticized scenes from the Bible. I did kind of like the one with the two hunky guys and the apple that said Adam and Steve, and I thought the bestiality scene with Saint Francis was nicely drawn. There was even one kid wearing a real clerical collar. I wondered how he got his hands on that little trophy. 
 

Moving on, I tried the calendar section, figuring that Daniel might be flipping through pictures of muscle men. No dice. The photography section was also a bust. Where could that boy be? 
 

Maybe I had made a mistake by hiring Daniel for this job. He can be helpful. But if I were being honest with myself, I would have to admit that there were ways of tackling this case that didn't require his talents. And if I was being really honest, I would admit that I just wanted the excuse to hang out with him for a while. I haven't been seeing much of Daniel since he started dating some new guy about a month ago. I mean, it's good that he's found someone. It's what I wanted for him. He needed to fall in love with some guy his own age, rather than tagging around with me and getting into trouble all the time. Of course, some part of me still missed the days when he would follow me around like a lost puppy. But just a small part. I'm not the jealous type. 
 

Anyway, like I said, that's all stuff that I would admit if were being honest with myself. But frankly, honesty is highly overrated. Life is a lot more bearable with a healthy dose of self-delusion. 
 

Eventually, I did an aisle by aisle search of the store, and found Daniel in the poetry section, talking to another kid his age. Kid? Well, another guy in his early twenties. I'm only 35 myself. But whenever I'm around Daniel I wind up slipping into the role of designated adult. 
 

Anyway, the new kid was wearing jeans and an open suede vest, and as I walked over to join them I saw why Daniel had gotten distracted. If this guy had an ounce of fat anywhere, he was keeping it at home in a jar. His torso looked like something that Michelangelo would sculpt out of marble. 
 

Daniel caught sight of me and waved. 
 

"Hey Drew! Where have you been?" he asked, all bright eyed innocence. As if I was the one who'd wandered away from his post, not Daniel. 
 

I tried to stay annoyed with him, but it was hard. Daniel has refined the "boy next door" look into a market niche. He's got these sparkling blue eyes-- well, sparkling blue contacts, at any rate-- and sandy blond hair that curls down over his forehead in a really endearing way. Combine that with a twenty-three year old body that spends most of its free time kicking around a soccer ball, and it's no surprise that Daniel usually gets what he wants. Nobody can stay mad at Daniel for very long, even when he deserves it. Which is most of the time. 
 

I raised an eyebrow and gave him the "you know what you did, young man" stare. He didn't even notice. 
 

Daniel gestured to the muscular kid in the vest. 
 

"Drew, have you met Andre? He's an artist." 
 

"Uh... no. I don't think so." 
 

Andre stuck out his hand and we shook. I noticed that there was some sort of drawing on his chest. 
 

"An artist, huh? Is this one of yours?" 
 

I pulled open one flap of his vest, ostensibly to get a better look at the drawing. I don't think that I was really fooling anybody, though. The kid laughed and held the other flap open. 
 

"Yeah, do you like it?" 
 

"It's... uh... very nice," I mumbled. 
 

It was a henna drawing of Christ on the cross, with no ironic tweaks for a change. But it was strangely erotic. Of course, I might have been reacting to the canvas, rather than the artwork. 
 

I felt my face get hot as my trigger happy blush reflex came into play, and I let go of his vest. Andre seemed amused. 
 

"I was telling Daniel that I could draw one on him, if he wants." 
 

"Yeah, Drew. What do you think?" 
 

Daniel pulled up his white t-shirt to show off his stomach and chest. I guess that I'd paid too much attention to Andre, and Daniel was feeling left out. 
 



"I was thinking that he could draw Moses parting the Red Sea. You know, all the way down, like this." 
 

With his free hand, Daniel indicated that Moses would be standing somewhere just above his right nipple, while the sea would part from his solar plexus down to his belly button. 
 

"Um... I don't know," I said, as my face burned an even deeper shade of crimson. "I'll have to wait and see the final product. But here is something I could use your help with now. Would you mind if I took Daniel off your hands for a few minutes, Andre?" 
 

"Sure. No problem," Andre said, then fished a palmtop out of his jeans' pocket. "But let me give you my business card before you go. I could do some great stuff on those arms of yours." 
 

I got out my palm top, and we bumped ports long enough to swap cards. 
 

"Thanks," he said. "Give me a call when you want to talk about it." 
 

As he walked away, I glanced at his card. It listed with the key words Henna, Graphic Artist, and Body Styling. Hm. I saved it to my rolodex. Maybe I'd get Daniel a gift certificate for Christmas. 
 

"So where's our guy?" asked Daniel, all eager to start playing detective. 
 

"He hasn't arrived yet," I admitted. "But I don't want you to be distracted when he does." 
 

"Distracted? By Andre?" Daniel said, as if he couldn't imagine what I was talking about. "That was just business. He part-times for the same agency I work for. We met doing a three way last week. I just wanted to say hi and find out his real name. Did you know he works under the name 'Lance'? Is that corny or what?" 
 

"Yeah. Corny." 
 

Writers have pen names. Actors have stage names. And prostitutes have... what, sex names? Well, I guess it makes sense. They don't necessarily want every satisfied customer looking up their home phone number and address. After all, some of these kids are still living with their parents. 
 

I took Daniel back to the coffee bar, and ordered another coke for him and an iced mocha for myself. Daniel kept fidgeting. He likes the "spy game" parts of the job, but can never handle the waiting around parts. 
 

"How much longer we gonna wait for this guy, anyway?" he asked. 
 

"We'll give him another twenty minutes," I said, "and then call it a night." 
 

"OK boss man." 
 

Daniel sipped his coke and beat out a tempo with his hands on the counter top. He really was a little bundle of energy tonight. His face was also a little flushed. Which was strange, because it wasn't warm in the store. 
 

"Look at me for a second," I said. 
 

He turned, and I took a close look at his eyes. The tinted contacts masked them a bit. But looking carefully, I could see that his pupils were dilated. 
 

"Are you doing Bliss?" 
 

Daniel shrugged and looked away. I knew that he did Bliss every once in a while. For a kid who hangs out in gay bars all the time, it would be kind of surprising if he didn't. But he'd never done it in front of me before. He knows that I don't like the stuff. 
 

His pupils were what really worried me. Pure Bliss doesn't do that to your eyes; it's a stimulant, not an opiate. It just makes you really horny and happy and touchy-feely. The trouble is that some of the dealers have started mixing the stuff with a pinch of heroin, to make it more addictive. From the looks of it, Daniel had gotten a doctored batch. 
 

"You didn't answer my question," I said. 
 

He turned back and gave me the wounded puppy look. I think he practices it in front of a mirror. It would have been more effective if he hadn't used it on me so many times before. 
 

"Drew, you worry way too much." 
 

"Everybody's gotta have a hobby. Now tell me who you got it from." 
 

"What?" 
 

"I said, 'tell me who you got it from'." 
 

"Why? You gone back to being a narc?" 
 

"First off, I was in homicide, not narcotics. Second, you are..." 
 

In a spectacular display of bad timing, our mark chose that particular moment to walk into the store. He was a man my age, with dark wavy hair and expensive clothes. I bit my tongue, and nodded in his direction. 
 

"He's here." 
 

Daniel turned around. 
 

"Which one?" 
 

"The white shirt with the plum velvet waistcoat." 
 

Daniel looked him over. 
 

"Oh yeah. The gold pocket watch is a nice touch." 
 

Our talk about Bliss would have to wait. I got ready to launch into the scene that Daniel and I had practiced that afternoon. 
 

It was actually a pretty simple plan. When the mark came over to get his coffee, Daniel and I started up a conversation about jet skis. You know, those loud toys that the yuppies use to get back at Mother Nature. Now, I've never actually been on one of the things, but I had spent an hour with a salesman that morning getting the low down on all the latest models and their features, and Daniel had once spent a weekend with some rich guy up at Lake Lanier cruising around on one. Anyway, the mark had just bought one a couple weeks ago, and was still in the honeymoon period. A cute boy talking about jet skis was an irresistible lure. 
 

Sure enough, he came over, introduced himself, and joined in the conversation. After that, he never had a chance. I just sat back and watched Daniel work the guy over. When it comes to getting men to do what he wants, Daniel is in a class by himself. 
 

After a few minutes, Daniel maneuvered the conversation around to a vacation that he took in Mexico last January. He casually let it slip that he'd visited a nude beach, that a friend had snapped a few pictures, and that those pictures were currently up on his website. 
 

The information had the desired effect on our mark. He whipped his palmtop out of his waistcoat and hurriedly navigated out to Daniel's website. Daniel leaned over, helping him find the address. 
 

A few seconds later, the mark's shoulders slumped in disappointment. The pictures were not quite what he'd been hoping for. Oh, Daniel is quite fetching in his birthday suit. (And believe me, I know. The boy parades around naked every chance he gets.) But for tonight, I'd made him delete all the really juicy pictures from his web site. The only ones left were some face pics and a shot where the view of Daniel's body was blocked by a palm tree. After all, I didn't want his web page to be too exciting. Because now that the mark had shown us his palmtop, we needed to get his attention focused on something else. 
 

Fortunately, Daniel makes a hobby of being the center of attention. He asked the mark his opinion on henna drawings, and then pulled up his shirt and gave him the "Moses dividing the Red Sea" description that he had already tried out on me. The mark left his palmtop on the bar, and never noticed when I picked it up as I left. 
 

I grabbed the men's room key from the end of the bar, and locked myself away for a few minutes of quality time with the mark's computer. I figured I could count on Daniel to keep the guy distracted for at least ten minutes or so. Heck, Daniel could keep a guy distracted for a whole weekend, if he had to. 
 

The first matter of business was to get into the mark's bank records and stock portfolio. Not that I really expected to find anything there. If the mark was hiding assets, he probably wouldn't stash them in such an obvious place. After all, those would be the first records that my client's lawyers would subpoena once the divorce papers were filed. 
 

You know, I've always wondered why the activists back in the single digits were all so hot to get same-sex marriage legalized. I mean, what did they think would happen when they finally got legally binding gay marriages? Gay divorces, of course. And suddenly, everything gets a lot more complicated. So you think you're just gonna move out and get on with your life? Oh, think again my boyo. The two of you are gonna get to inflict a world of hurt and legal bills on each other, first. 
 

As I'd expected, the bank records were a dead end. There were a number of suspicious withdrawals over the last six months, but the mark had covered his tracks pretty well, and I couldn't tell where the money had ended up. Luckily, I had a few more tricks up my sleeve. 
 

I eventually hit pay dirt in the "old mail" file. Most operating systems don't actually delete a piece of mail when you finish reading it. Instead, they store it in a buffer for a month or so, in case you need to go back and review a correspondence. A lot of interesting stuff can pile up in that buffer. Including an account statement from a bank in the Cayman Islands. 
 

Bingo. 
 

So that's where the mark was hiding his money. I forwarded a copy of the statement to my client. I'm sure it would make for some interesting reading. Then I clicked my way back to Daniel's web page, and left the screen on the set of pictures that the mark had been admiring. 
 

I washed my hands, splashed some water on my face, and then went out to put the mark's palmtop back on the bar before he noticed it was missing. All in all, I was feeling very pleased with myself. The whole operation had gone off like a charm. 
 

Until the final stage, that is. 
 

Except that Daniel and the mark were gone. They weren't at the coffee bar. 
 

OK, Drew. Stop. Don't panic. They probably just wandered to another section of the store. I did an aisle by aisle search. No dice. I checked the porch. Nada. Having a nasty mind, I checked to see if the women's restroom key had been taken. No, it was still hanging on its peg by the bar. So where did they go? 
 

I kept looking, and eventually found the two of them out in the parking lot. They were pressed up against the mark's black convertible, getting to know each other a little better. I'll spare you the graphic details. Let's just say that if either of them was carrying any concealed weapons, the other one would have found them. 
 

Well, I did ask Daniel to keep the guy busy. 
 

I walked up behind them, and then dropped the palmtop on the pavement by the mark's feet while loudly clearing my throat. 
 

I really wish I'd brought a camera. From the expression on the mark's face, you'd think that someone had fired off a gun behind him. He spun around, the gold buttons on his elegant plum waistcoat all undone, his shirt hanging open. 
 

"Sorry to interrupt," I said. "But Daniel asked me to remind him when it was eight o'clock." 
 

"Oh yeah," Daniel said, putting on his sheepish face. "I didn't realize it was so late. My parents are in town, and I'm meeting them for dinner." 
 

"Sure," the mark said. He was trying to act cool about it, but he looked like a kid who's been told that the amusement park is closing early. "No problem. Let me give you my number, though." 
 

He reached into his waistcoat and noticed that his palmtop was missing. He looked around and spotted it on the ground. Must have fallen out in all the excitement, I guess. He dusted it off, and then he and Daniel bumped ports long enough to swap numbers. Daniel gave him a last kiss, and then made his big exit. 
 

I turned to go as well, but the mark stopped me. 
 

"Wait," he said, as he buttoned up his shirt. "I've been meaning to ask. Aren't you a private detective?" 
 

I tried not to look surprised. 
 

"Uh... yeah. I am." 
 

"I thought so. We met at an AEN function about a year ago." 
 

Oh yeah. The Atlanta Executive Network. Sort of a gay version of the Rotary Club. They throw a big networking party every month for all the gay owned businesses. Most of the people who turn up are lawyers and real estate agents. I go twice a year to pass out business cards. 
 

I looked at the mark's face, but he could see that I wasn't making the connection. 
 

"I had blond hair at the time," he explained. 
 

"Oh yeah," I said, pretending to recognize him. "You and your husband own a travel agency, right?" 
 

"Well... that's actually what I want to talk to you about. We're in the process of filing for a divorce, and I think that he may have taken some money out of the company and hidden it. You know, put it in an offshore account or something. Is there any way that you could...?" 
 

"You still got my card?" I asked. 
 

He did a quick search on his palmtop for the key word Investigator and found it. 
 

"Call me tomorrow," I said. "We'll set up a meeting." 
 

It wouldn't be the the first time that I'd been hired by both sides in a messy break up. And it's not like either of these guys was an angel. 
 

I said goodbye to my new client and walked up Piedmont Avenue in the direction of Daniel's apartment. It was a nice night to be out. Say what you will about Atlanta, but there are a full three weeks a year when it doesn't suck. And two of them are in April. The weather turns warm all of a sudden, the breezes blow off the smog, and everything bursts into bloom. Particularly the dogwoods. They're everywhere, covered in white. It always takes me by surprise. I don't know why. Maybe it's just my natural pessimism, assuming that someone is gonna cancel spring this year. 
 

I found Daniel a block away, lying on the grass in front of some expensive condos, looking up at the clouds. He smiled as I walked over. He had a long blade of grass in his mouth, like a farm boy sucking on a piece of straw. 
 

"You're only doing that because you know it makes you look cute," I said. 
 

"Well thank you for noticing." 
 

He nodded to the south. 
 

"The Pepsi mirror is coming up in a few minutes." 
 

I sat down next to him, and handed him the money that I owed him for the evening's work. He stuffed the bills into his jeans without even looking at them. 
 

We sat for a couple minutes without saying anything. I considered bringing up the Bliss again. But that would be a mistake. Daniel obviously didn't want to talk about it, and he already knew my stand on the stuff. So there really wasn't anything to say. 
 

A few minutes later, the Pepsi mirror passed overhead. The downtown skyscrapers caught it first, lighting up in a silver glare that rushed towards us like an advancing wall of light. I watched it engulf the Liberty Media Tower, and then the buildings of Midtown, and then it was upon us, and we were in the footprint. The Pepsi logo shining like burning silver, turning the night into an eerie, colorless twilight. I've read somewhere that the mirror is ten times as bright as the full moon, and that seems about right. Confused birds woke up and serenaded it as the morning sun. 
 

"Go ahead guys," I muttered. "Knock yourselves out." 
 

I've heard that Greenpeace is collecting donations to buy a missile and blast the thing out of orbit. They even have a Chinese arms maker lined up to sell them the warhead and the launch system. Maybe I could spare ten bucks to send them. The mirror had been mildly interesting the first couple of times I'd seen it, but the novelty had long since worn off. Well, at least Atlanta only comes into its footprint twice a year. 
 

Daniel was looking up at it, fascinated. 
 

"You know," he said, "that must really burn up the guys at Coke." 
 

"Probably," I agreed. 
 

"I wonder why they haven't blown the thing up. I mean, you know that Coke's gotta have an attack satellite stashed up there somewhere." 
 

"It wouldn't surprise me. But I guess they don't want the cola wars to go hot." 
 

Daniel mulled over that one, and we sat in silence for a couple of minutes. 
 

"So, did we get the bad guy?" he asked. 
 

"Uh.... that would be a yes. I found what I needed on his system." 
 

"Good." 
 

He picked another blade of grass and sucked on it. I hoped that the gardener for this condo wasn't using pesticides. 
 

"You know, Drew, I was thinking that I would make a really good spy. Like for Coke, or the CIA, or Microsoft." 
 

I laughed at that one. 
 

"You probably would-- if you can learn to sit still and stop wandering off in the middle of the job. I had all kinds of trouble finding you and the mark." 
 

"Hey, you asked me to keep the guy busy." 
 

"Yeah, well as you keep pointing out, I worry too much. So stay where I can see you." 
 

"Aw, we only went out to the parking lot. And besides, he's cute. And did you see that car? The guy must be loaded! You did say that he's getting a divorce, right?" 
 

"I thought you were already in love with someone?" 
 

"In love, not blind. And besides, Vince understands these things. A boy's got to make a living." 
 

"I guess." 
 

I tried to imagine how Daniel was going to explain all this to my new client. I'm sure it would be an interesting conversation. And who knows? After a messy divorce, the guy might actually prefer a rental boyfriend. It was probably cheaper for him, in the long run. 
 

A few seconds later there was a beep from Daniel's palm top. It was his service, trying to get in touch with him for his first "date" of the evening. He got up, and I helped him brush the grass off his back. Then we walked down the block to his building, through the strange silver twilight. We said our goodbyes in the parking lot, and then I climbed into my beat up old Ford, and watched as Daniel ran up the stairs to his apartment. 
 

His new boyfriend met him at the front door with a kiss more thorough than most tonsillectomies. An Italian kid about Daniel's age, and height. He'd never had a word to say to me. But then, why should he? Anyway, Daniel was crazy about him, and that's all that mattered. I was happy for the two of them. Really. I'm not the jealous type. 
 

A wall of darkness swept across the city as the mirror's footprint moved on, leaving us alone in the night again. I started my car and pulled out of the lot.
 



 
 







Chapter 4:
The Psychic
 Wednesday, April 23, 9:08 PM
 

"I don't mean to be suspicious," Ms. Hastings said. 
 

"Of course not," I said, pushing the chair up behind her. 
 

She took the hint and sat down. Finally. She'd been walking around our office in circles the whole time she talked. And since our office is only about 20 feet across-- okay, fifteen if you take the clutter into account-- she'd been walking in very small fast circles, and it was making me dizzy. 
 

"They only met a week ago," she went on, "when my daughter was on vacation at Club Med. I mean, I believe in true love and everything. But really-- seven days? Have you ever heard of such a thing? I just have a dreadful feeling about it." 
 

My potential client was an attractive woman with long dark hair. Based on the age of her daughter, she must have been in her early fifties, but she didn't look it. She was wearing a dark blue dress and a cape with a high collar. The cape was sky blue, to match her eyes. She must have come from a dinner party, or the opera, or something like that. 
 

"I understand," I said, settling into the chair behind Drew's desk. "You care about your daughter, and you know nothing about this young man who has come into her life so suddenly." 
 

"Yes! That's it exactly. Can you help me?" 
 

I furrowed my brow for a few seconds, as if contemplating the problem. 
 

"I don't know," I finally said. "Not yet. Let's see what the cards have to say." 
 

I gathered the papers off Drew's desk and stuffed them in a drawer. Then I spread out a black velvet cloth. I lit a few candles and turned out the lights, leaving the office in a warm glow. And then I went to my own desk and got the cherry wood case with my tarot cards. They're an old set, on heavy parchment. A gift from Raven, on the day I was initiated into her coven. I still miss her. 
 

I carefully opened the box, and began shuffling the cards. 
 

"Some people say that the universe is governed by Chance," I intoned, "and that only by chance can its secrets be uncovered. Others claim that the universe is ruled by unyielding Fate, which reveals its grand designs in small portents, such as cards and tea leaves. Both are wrong. For Fate and Chance are only illusions, attempts of the unenlightened mind to grasp the mystery which connects all things." 
 

I fanned the cards out on the desk, face up. 
 

"We begin by choosing his significator card. Concentrate on your daughter's new husband. Bring a clear picture of him into your mind. Feel his presence." 
 

I watched her face, until I knew she had him. 
 

"Good. Now look at the cards. Do not try to choose. But your eye will light upon one that will remind you of him. You will know when it happens." 
 

While her eyes roamed over the cards, I casually slipped my palmtop out of my pocket and onto my lap, where I could glance down and read it. The last few sentences of our conversation glowed dimly on the screen, transcribed from the mic hidden in the amulet around my neck. 
 

I know-- you'd think that in this day and age I could just openly put the computer up on the table and take notes, but for some reason the clients hate it. Kills the ambiance, I guess. And then you get the wacky ones who think that you should be able to tell them everything they want to know from the cards without having to resort to a computer. As if the cards are going to give me names, addresses, and incriminating photographs. The cards do provide useful hints, but you always have to follow them up with a lot of digging to get anything useful. And the last time I checked, no courts in this state were accepting tarot card readings as admissible evidence. Maybe things are different out in California. 
 

Ms. Hastings' eyes settled on a card. She placed a finger on it and pushed it forward. The Five of Swords. A red headed kid with a smirk and a lot of blades. Well, I could see the resemblance to the photo she'd shown me. And at least she hadn't picked The Devil. I know some mother-in-laws who would have. 
 

Behind her, the coffee maker started up with a loud "klug-glug". Great. That meant that Drew's car was pulling into the parking lot. I've been trying to convince him to give up that caffeine laden sludge he drinks in favor of a nice herbal tea. But so far, no luck. I think he actually enjoys the extra stress. Anyway, I needed to get on with this reading. Drew's a skeptic, and a real wise ass to boot. I hate doing new client interviews in front of him. 
 

I picked up the Five of Swords and moved it to the center of the table. 
 

"This is the man we seek knowledge of," I said. "He is represented by the Five of Swords. A young man with red hair smiles in triumph. He holds three swords, and two more lie at his feet, abandoned by his vanquished foes, who turn their backs on him. It is a card of victory, but of an incomplete one. For the youth is ungracious in his triumph. And though he has taken the swords of those he fought, he has not won their respect." 
 

I let her think about that for a moment. 
 

"It is an interesting card, a good place to begin our inquiries of this man-- you said his name was Collin?" 
 

"Yes. Collin Cartwright." 
 

"Hm. Could you spell that for me? The letters might have numerological significance." 
 

She spelled the name for me, and I jotted numbers in the air with a finger as if making calculations. With my free hand, though, I highlighted his name on my palm top, and had Cassandra run a standard search pattern on it. Fortunately, it was an uncommon name. There were currently 12 Collin Cartwrights with phone numbers in the United States. None of them had been mentioned in the national media in the last five years, and none of them had outstanding arrest warrants. 
 

"Hmm," I muttered, finishing my showy calculations. "His name contains a number that is associated with prosperity, but there are also some strange primes that I'm not sure how to interpret. Do you know when he was born?" 
 

"Well, he's twenty-six. I'm afraid I don't know the exact date." 
 

"Pity. It would be nice to know his sign." 
 

I surreptitiously traced the number "2009" on the screen of my palmtop and tapped on Cartwright's name, sending Cassandra to do a search of birth records for that name in that year. I figured it would net me his place of birth and his parents' names. Good places to start a background check. Instead Cassandra came back with a single line that read, 
 

No matches.

 

Hm. This just got interesting. 
 

I picked up the remainder of the cards and shuffled them once, passed them to Ms. Hastings to shuffle again, and then shuffled them a third time myself. I fanned the cards out in front of her, face down, and asked her to choose one. She tentatively selected one with her index finger. 
 

"This card represents the man's distant past," I said. "The forces that shaped him and made him what he is today." 
 

I flipped the card over, placing it next to the first. 
 

"This card is The Moon, a card of deception, illusions, and mystery. Perhaps there is some great secret in his past that he must keep hidden. Or perhaps there is some mystery from his childhood that still haunts him, that he has yet to unravel." 
 

I gave her a moment to look at the card and register its images. 
 

"Sometimes this card comes up with people who were adopted," I explained, "and never found their birth parents. Do you know anything about his family?" 
 

"Yes, that came up when I suggested having a reception-- I mean, since we didn't get to go to the wedding and all. I asked him about inviting his family, but it turns out that his parents are both dead. It happened sometime when he was in college. I get the impression that they left him a great deal of money. I don't think he has any other family." 
 

"Perhaps there is some mystery surrounding his parents' deaths, then. Do you know how they died?" 
 

"I think he said it was an auto accident." 
 

"An auto accident when he was in college? Hm..." 
 

I faked an attack of deep thinking, while I highlighted the relevant phrases from our conversation and had Cassandra search the newsites for any story that matched the description. An auto accident that killed a married couple named Cartwright leaving an only son sometime between 2027 and 2031. Again, she came back with a single line. 
 

No matches.

 

I reached out and touched The Moon card. 
 

"There is something very important here," I said. "I'm not sure what, but there is a secret. A secret that he keeps to this day." 
 

I paused to let that sink in. 
 

"Let us continue." 
 

She chose another card, and I slid it across the table to join the other two. 
 

"This represents the man's recent past," I said. "That which has lead him to his present circumstances." 
 

I flipped the card. 
 

"The Eight of Swords. A woman, bound and blindfolded, stands caged by a ring of swords." 
 

I saw the look of alarm come into Ms. Hastings' eyes. 
 

"Be at ease," I said. "This probably isn't your daughter. It's a card of the past, and you said your daughter has only known him for a week." 
 

Ms. Hastings relaxed a bit. 
 

"Still," I went on, "there is a woman in his past. A woman who has been bound and caged, perhaps in a metaphorical sense. Perhaps a woman who has caged her own emotions, or is fettered by an excess of responsibilities." 
 

I let her look at the card for a while. 
 

"Does any of this sound like someone he knows? A friend? A coworker? Perhaps a former lover?" 
 

She shook her head. 
 

"We don't really know any of his friends. He's been living out in Los Angeles." 
 

"Los Angeles?" 
 

That made things a little easier. The California DMV has this wonderfully enlightened attitude about public access to its data base. If only more government agencies were so cooperative. With a couple of quick taps, I had Cassandra run a search for Cartwright's name. She came back a second later with a snapshot of his drivers license. 
 

OK, so at least this Collin guy wasn't a complete ghost. I was just checking the picture to confirm the match when the office door opened and my partner Drew walked in. I decided that I'd better make introductions before he did. 
 

"Ms. Hastings, this is my associate, Mr. Parker. He helps with the legwork on my cases, running down the leads that the cards provide." 
 

They smiled at each other politely, and then Drew got himself a cup of coffee and settled down behind my desk. As soon as my potential client looked away, though, Drew was shaking his hands in the air and mouthing the word "SPOOOOOOOOKY". I ignored him, and motioned for my client to choose another card, which I slid next to the others in the middle of the table. 
 

"This card represents the man's present circumstances," I said, and flipped it over. "The Wheel of Fortune-- reversed. It signifies a moment of worldly gain, but a transitory one. Perhaps a business deal, which seems favorable now but will prove to be less advantageous in the long run. Do you know anything about his finances?" 
 

"Well, he seems to be quite well off. Of course, he is quitting his job out in California so that he can move here and be with Catherine. I guess that might make money tight for them until he finds work in Atlanta. But really, Catherine can support them both on what she makes, for a while at least." 
 

"What does he do?" 
 

"He works in the entertainment industry, but he isn't very happy with it. He said that everyone in LA is a phony." 
 

"Really. What exactly does he do in the entertainment industry?" 
 

"Well... I asked him that and he assured me that it was deathly dull. And I'm afraid that his explanation did go over my head. It had something to do with coordinating intellectual property rights among different companies. I couldn't follow it." 
 

It was a pretty vague job description. If he'd said he was a lawyer or an accountant or an agent, I would have checked the membership listings of the relevant professional organizations. 
 

"Hm. Do you know the name of the firm he worked for?" 
 

"No. I'm afraid I don't. He gave them his notice the day he got married. Says he doesn't believe in looking backwards." 
 

"Then perhaps we should look forwards." 
 

She picked the next card, and I added it to the pattern that was forming in the middle of the table. 
 

"This card signifies the man's near future, that which current circumstances are already calling into being." 
 

I flipped it over. 
 

"The Five of Cups. A man in a black cape faces three cups which have been overturned, the wine they contained spilling on the ground. Behind him, two cups remain full. It symbolizes a gift which is not all that it was expected to be. Perhaps this is associated with his impending marriage. Would he have reason to expect a large wedding gift from you?" 
 

"Well, we did tell Catherine that we would buy her a house when she got married. Of course, we figured we'd have a long engagement to find a place. We haven't even begun looking yet." 
 

"That may be it. Perhaps the young man knows of the promise, and his expectations are a bit high." 
 

I paused, then risked a guess. "Has he, by any chance, suggested that you just give them the cash instead? Perhaps as seed money to start a business?" 
 

"No, nothing of the kind." 
 

"Ah. That's good." 
 

I had her draw the last card, and used it to complete the cross pattern. 
 

"This card represents the man's hopes and fears for the future. It is not necessarily what will happen. It is simply an event that he works to attain or avoid." 
 

I flipped it. 
 

"This is The Six of Swords. A man pilots a boat containing a woman, a child, and six swords across the water to a distant island. It is a difficult card to interpret. It does show him with a family, which may represent his hopes for the marriage, but it shows them in flight. Perhaps he believes that he will be cast out of his current situation. Or perhaps the island is a home that he longs for, that he will eventually return to with his wife and child." 
 

We studied the card for a few moments. 
 

"Do you know where your son-in-law was raised? Perhaps this is the home he seeks to return to." 
 

"Well, I'm not sure. But I think he's from Alabama. He mentioned that he went to Auburn, and that's primarily an in-state school." 
 

Ah! Now we were getting somewhere. I highlighted Auburn and dragged it into a box with Cartwright's name and the years 2026-2031. Again, no matches. So either he'd changed his name sometime after graduation, or he had been lying about going to Auburn. And really, who would lie about going to Auburn? I mean, if you're gonna invent a college history, you'd at least choose Princeton or Harvard. Maybe Vanderbilt or Emory if you wanted to stay in the South. But Auburn? I don't think so. That must be a bit of his real history that he'd accidentally let slip. 
 

This was a lead that I could eventually use to trace Cartwright --or whatever his name really was-- back to his past. With time, I could set up a search comparing his current photo to the school's yearbook. Gotcha. 
 

"Alabama?" I said. "Maybe, but it's difficult to imagine anyone actually wanting to go back to Alabama. Has he mentioned anywhere else that he's lived?" 
 

"Well, there's LA, like I said. And I get the impression that he used to live in Dallas for a while. He's mentioned going to see the Cowboys play a few times." 
 

It took me two clicks to find out that no one named "Collin Cartwright" had rented an apartment or bought a house in Dallas in the last ten years. 
 

"Anywhere else?" 
 

She thought for a moment. 
 

"No. Not that I can recall." 
 

I slipped my palmtop back into my pocket and leaned back in my chair, thinking. 
 

"Well?" she asked. "Do you think you can help me?" 
 

Ms. Hastings looked at me expectantly. I said nothing, as if continuing to mull over the problem. I picked up the cards and put them back in their case, turned on the lights, and blew out the candles. Finally, I turned back to my new client. 
 

Drama is all in the timing. 
 

"I think that there is something serious behind your concerns. The cards show a deception, and suggest some paths that may lead us to the truth. I am willing to pursue the matter. If you'll leave me with the retainer we discussed earlier, I'll begin looking into this." 
 

"Oh thank you!" Ms. Hastings said, relieved almost to the point of tears. "I've had no idea what to do about this. And then my friend Ms. Waterford told me how you helped her out with her problem a couple years ago, and..." 
 

"I can't discuss other cases, ma'am. But if your friend was a client, then I'm glad to know that she was happy with our results." 
 

Ms. Hastings pressed a cash card on me, and I punched up our usual retainer on my palmtop. Then I showed her to the door, and she left, still thanking me for the privilege of giving me her money. Ah, the fortune I could have made selling used cars. 
 

Unfortunately, not everyone appreciates my gifts. 
 

As my new client's footsteps retreated down the hall, I was greeted by a sarcastic round of applause from my coworker. 
 

"Beautiful," Drew said. "P.T. Barnum would be proud." 
 

"Hey, you run client interviews your way, I'll run 'em mine." 
 

"Fine," Drew said, looking over the boxes and files and pieces of costumes piled around my desk. "But does your way ever include tidying up the office so that the clients can actually find their way in?" 
 

"Hey, that's not fair!" I shot back. "All of that stuff is related to a case we worked. I just haven't had a chance to put it away yet." 
 

Drew picked up a leopard print leotard. 
 

"This? This is related to one of our cases?" 
 

"Yep," I said. "Remember the Gaskins case, when you had me doing surveillance at two in the morning on a downtown street corner? What do you think I dressed as?" 
 

"What about these?" he asked, holding up my big yellow clown shoes. 
 

"The Perkins case. How do you think I got that bug into his office? I stuck it inside an inflatable elephant and delivered it as a balloon-o-gram." 
 

"And this?" 
 

He held up something green in a zip lock bag. 
 

"Oh. That was a peanut butter and banana sandwich I was gonna take on a long stakeout last week." 
 

Drew sighed and tossed it at the wastebasket. And missed. It landed against the door with a squish. We both looked at it, then at each other. 
 

"You're closer," I pointed out. 
 

"It's your sandwich," Drew responded. 
 

"Yeah, but I'm not the one who missed an easy two point shot." 
 

Drew rolled his eyes. 
 

"You really don't see a problem with the fact that you have to use my desk for your tarot readings?" 
 

"What's the big deal? So I used your desk? There was nothing on it." 
 

"My point exactly," Drew said, propping his feet up on my desk. Or more specifically, propping his feet up on top of the makeup case that was on top of the leather jacket that was on top of my big volume of Fenton's Encyclopedia of Herbs that was on top of my desk. 
 

OK. Round one to Drew. I went and put the sandwich in the trash can. 
 

"Happy?" I asked. 
 

He looked around the room. 
 

"Actually, happy is gonna take about four trips down to the storage area in the basement. But I'll take what I can get for now. So how'd the interview go?" 
 

"Pretty straightforward. Her daughter came back from vacation with a new husband, and the client has a bad feeling about him. I checked, and it turns out that her new son-in-law has changed his name at least once, and is probably lying about some details in his background. I've got some strong leads to start with." 
 

"Good." 
 

"How about you?" I asked. "How'd the bit go with the travel agent tonight?" 
 

Drew smiled. 
 

"Piece of cake. He was putty in Daniel's hands, and I got everything I needed off his system. I'll write up the report tomorrow morning and get it off to the client." 
 

Drew picked up a construction helmet that was on my desk, raised an eyebrow, and then decided not to ask about it. 
 

"So what's the story on this ten o'clock you mentioned on the phone?" he asked. 
 

"I don't know much yet. Her name is Skye Phillips. We've been swapping e-mail all day, trying to set up a meeting. She's in a real hurry to see us. Apparently she works late, so she's only available at night." 
 

Drew got a sour expression. 
 

"Only willing to meet after dark? Just tell me she's not another one of those vampire wannabe necro-nerds." 
 

"I don't think so," I said. "I ran her e-mail address through National Demographics, and she doesn't visit any of the Goth web sites on a regular basis. You want to see her profile? I've only had time to skim it." 
 

Drew nodded, and I had Cassandra forward the document to him. While he looked it over, I changed the sign on the door, taking off the brass plate that read Jennifer Grey, Licensed Psychic Detective and swapping it out for the one that reads Fortress Security. Fortress is the name we advertise under to land the fat corporate accounts. Or to try to land them, at any rate. It had been a while since we had a call on that line. Mostly we survive off my private-third-eye gig and the business that Drew brings in handling gay divorces. 
 

Drew highlighted a couple of things on his palm top, and then skimmed down through the rest of the report. You can learn a lot about a person from one of those profiles, if you know how to read them. National Demographics is this nice company that collects the information from all those "cookies" on your hard drive-- you know, the little spy programs that advertisers quietly slip into your system every time you hit a web site. In theory, the company only releases the data to people with a "legitimate need". In practice, that means anybody who can cough up their $12.95 fee for a report. Something to think about the next time you're tempted to cruise a porn site. 
 

While Drew read, I opened the window and lit a stick of incense. An air elemental had been following me around for the last few days, and I wanted to see if I could entice it up to our office with a tasty snack. So far it had been keeping its distance. I'd first noticed it on Sunday, as a small whirlwind stirring up the leaves in our parking lot. I hadn't remarked on it much, but then it turned up again while I was having dinner on the patio at The Vickery. And when I saw it a third time, on the steps leading up to my apartment, I knew that something was up. Since then, it has been putting in an appearance at least twice a day. I've tried talking to it, but air elementals are notoriously skittish. I wasn't sure if this one needed something from me or just wanted to be friends. 
 

I looked back at Drew. He'd finished reading, and was staring at the window, trading facial expressions with his own reflection. I watched him do this for about twenty seconds before I said anything. 
 

"Uh... Drew? Is this a private conversation, or can anyone join in?" 
 

Drew turned to me. And for a split second I caught a glimpse of something strange in his eyes. Or maybe, a glimpse of someone strange. Every so often I get this feeling that the good old cynical Drew that I know and love is just a mask for someone else. 
 

It started last fall, when one of our cases went ugly in a major way. It's a long story. Our client wound up dead, and I was taken prisoner by an insane painter, and Drew... I still don't know what happened to Drew. I didn't see him until it was all over. But something had changed in him, underneath. 
 

"So we ever gonna talk about it?" I asked. 
 

"About what?" 
 

"You know what 'what'. The 'what' you keep avoiding every time I bring it up." 
 

Goddess! It's easier to get men to sit still for a root canal than to talk about their feelings. 
 

"Come on, Drew. It's not nice to keep secrets from your partner." 
 

"Oh," Drew said. "You mean like working a whole case and not telling him about it?" 
 

"No, that's not what I mean. That was a special situation, and the client asked..." 
 

"Oh, then you mean secrets like the fact that you were a fundamentalist Baptist before you were a Wiccan?" 
 

"No, Drew. That's not..." 
 

"Or maybe you mean secrets like where you got the money for that new Vesta you've been driving. Win the lottery last fall and forget to tell me about it?" 
 

Drew can be really obtuse at times. OK, the car had come from the money that I had gotten from the insane painter. But I'd kind of earned it, so it was OK. And besides, I need a good car in my line of work. And I donated the rest of the money to the school were Raven worked, as a memorial fund. And it really was none of his business. 
 

Anyway, the point is that Drew's secret isn't about money or client confidentiality or ancient history. It's about who he is, deep down. That's a different kind of secret. The kind that gets in the way of a healthy relationship. Which is why Drew resorted to the usual male tactic for handling talks about relationships. He changed the subject. 
 

"Our ten-o'clock appointment is an interesting little puzzle," he observed. 
 

"How so?" I asked, grinding my teeth. I was not done with the previous subject. One of these days, I would get an answer out of Drew. I was just gonna have to be sneaky about it. 
 

"Well for one thing she moves around a lot," Drew said. "Over the last few years her shipping address has gone from LA to New Orleans to Orlando. It changed over to a hotel room at the downtown Hilton about two months ago. I've seen their rates-- she must have money." 
 

"Drew, you have the soul of an accountant." 
 

"If only I had the bank account of one as well. Still, why do you think she moves around so much?" 
 

"You haven't guessed?" I asked. 
 

"No, should I?" 
 

It seemed pretty damn obvious to me. 
 

"Think, Drew. LA. New Orleans. Orlando. And now Atlanta. There isn't something about those cities in that particular order that rings a bell?" 
 

Drew gave me a blank stare. I wasn't sure if he really didn't know or was just playing dumb. Drew likes to affect this "I'm too busy to watch television" attitude. 
 

"Drew, you are aware that CzechMates is shooting in town, aren't you?" 
 

Drew thought about it just a little too long. Now I knew he was faking it. 
 

"Oh yeah," he said. "Isn't that the show with the Rockland brothers?" 
 

"Yeah," I said. "Three of 'em, at any rate." 
 

"I think I saw an episode once," he admitted. He was trying to play it cool, feigning indifference to the fact that three identical hunks were shooting a show within a couple miles of our office. 
 

"I'll bet you have." 
 

Personally, I hadn't started watching the show until they released the first Atlanta episode two weeks ago. Which I guess is the idea. Get the hometown crowd to tune in, get 'em hooked, and then move on and hope they follow you. Well, I'm sorry to say that their shameless marketing ploy had worked. We were only two episodes into the new season and I was already a hopeless junkie. I'd been devouring the old seasons at a rate of two or three episodes a day, and was about halfway through the New Orleans storyline. 
 

It's not that the show was particularly original. The premise was sort of a stock Hollywood "opposites attract" thing: exotic Czech con artist teams up with hard boiled LA Detective. But the writing was really funny, and there was this crazy chemistry between the two characters. And of course, it didn't hurt that the detective was played by the Rockland brothers. Woof. I'm sure I'm not the only person who bumps up the nudity setting on my media filter for that show. 
 

While I took a moment to mentally replay the sauna scene from last season, Drew clicked his way out to the show's website. 
 

"Yeah, you're right," he said. "She's listed in the credits. Skye Phillips, Plot Coordinator. What do you suppose that means?" 
 

There was a loud knock on the door. I glanced at the clock. 9:50 pm. She was ten minutes early. 
 

"I don't know. Why don't we ask her?" 
 

Drew got up and opened the door for a slender woman with Asian features, wearing a white silk blouse and loose fitting black pants. A few pieces of simple gold jewelry. In the notch of her collarbone was an eye-catching tattoo of an arrowhead. (Maybe she was part Native American. Or maybe she just liked the design.) What really caught my attention, though, were her glasses. A big wrap around visor with a chrome frame. It looked like something that Flash Gordon would wear when he was working around power tools. 
 

She walked in and looked around, taking in the office, studying Drew and me. She had an energy flow that reminded me of an Indian summer afternoon. All bright and clean and crisp. 
 

She looked at me inquisitively, and then touched her watch. 
 

"Ms. Grey?" she asked, without moving her lips. 
 

I did a double take. 
 

Her voice had the sort of neutral British accent favored by PBS announcers. And it hadn't come out of her mouth. It had come from a chrome pin on the front of her blouse. One of those comedy mask / tragedy mask symbols. 
 

I glanced at Drew. He shrugged. 
 

"Uh... yeah," I said. "You must be Ms. Phillips. This is my partner, Mr. Parker." 
 

As I spoke, tiny letters scrawled across the face of her visor. 
 

Well, I've never been one of those people who believes in politely failing to notice things. 
 

"Oh cool!" I said, staring into her glasses. "I've never actually seen one of these before. Hello, hello, hello!" 
 

On the visor, my words scrolled by in mirror image.
 

 


 
 

Neat. 
 

Drew glared at me. Our potential client just smiled, and scratched on her watch for a few seconds. Taking a closer look, I realized that it was actually a touchpad mounted on a wristband. 
 

"It is kind of cool," the voice from the pin said. "But most people are too shy to say so. You can try it on, if you like." 
 

"Thanks!" 
 

She handed me the visor and I put it on. 
 

"Say something, Drew!" 
 

My own words scrolled by, floating in the air in front of me. 
 

"How about, 'give the nice lady back her glasses'," Drew said. 
 

"Spoil sport." 
 

I took off the visor and returned it to our potential client. Drew pulled out a chair for her. 
 

"Thank you," she said, with a single quick tap to her wrist. She must have some common phrases hot keyed. 
 

"So Ms. Phillips," Drew said. "What can we do for you?" 
 

She scribbled on her touchpad for a few seconds. 
 

"Well, it's a bit complicated. And extremely confidential. And at all costs it has got to stay out of the media." 
 

"We're very discreet," Drew assured her. 
 

"Good. I'm not sure how to explain this..." 
 

She paused, her finger hovering over her touchpad. 
 

"Would you like some tea?" I suggested. "I have a lovely chamomile blend." 
 

"Thank you." 
 

By the time I made the tea and returned with a cup, she'd worked up the nerve to lay out her problem for us. 
 

"I think that my boyfriend is in trouble." 
 

"What kind of trouble?" Drew asked. 
 

"That's just it. I don't know." 
 

"Well, what is it that makes you think he's in trouble?" I asked. 
 

"Nothing concrete. But he's been acting different lately. Under stress. And the other day, he lied about where he was." 
 

Drew looked at me, and surreptitiously traced an "O" on the table, for "other woman". I nodded agreement. It sounded like that kind of case. 
 

"Do you know where he went?" I asked. 
 

"No. But we both work on CzechMates-- You know the show?" 
 

Drew and I nodded in the affirmative. 
 

"Anyway, he had a couple of free hours, so he left the set. He said was going to get in a workout. I had to stay and coordinate some script changes." 
 

"Then how do you know he didn't go to the gym?" I asked. 
 

She was scribbling a response before I even finished the question. 
 

"His trainer is dating one of the make up artists, and was busy with a different kind of work out at the time. The set is a small world. Everybody knows everybody's business." 
 

"Well, couldn't your boyfriend have gone to the gym without his trainer?" Drew asked. 
 

Skye gave him a look that indicated the idea was absurd. 
 

"Of course not. Insurance company won't allow it. What if he pulled a muscle and missed a day of work?" 
 

Drew and I exchanged puzzled looks over that one. Probably some crazy union rules or something. 
 

"Have you asked him if he's in any trouble?" I said. 
 

"Yes. He says that he's not." 
 

"Is it possible that you're over-reacting?" Drew asked. "Perhaps he just..." 
 

"NO, NO, NO. I know him too well. I can read his body language. Something is wrong. Very wrong." 
 

Drew glanced at me and pretended to brush something off his shoulder. He trusts my instincts about people. I thought about it for a second. She didn't strike me as a flake. I shook my head in a tiny "no". 
 

"You do realize," Drew said, "that if we do look into this, we'll probably find something that you won't like." 
 

"Yes." 
 

Drew looked at me and raised an eyebrow. I shrugged. It's hard to know when to take cases like this. If the client's a wacko, the money isn't worth the headache of dealing with them. 
 

"Well, why don't you give us some background information on your boyfriend," Drew said, getting out his palm top to take notes. "For starters, how long have..." 
 

She held up a hand to stop him, then scribbled something on her wrist pad. 
 

"I figured you'd need a bio, so I put together a file before I came." 
 

She got out her palmtop and zapped the document to Drew. He forwarded a copy to me, and then we settled into read it. She'd put together a basic bio on... 
 

"HOLY SHIT!" I shouted. Then looked at the client. "Oh, sorry." 
 

I don't normally apologize for cursing, but there's something about seeing your words scrolling by in two inch tall letters that's kind of unnerving. 
 

"Your boyfriend is Charles Rockland?!" I asked. 
 

She smiled. 
 

"Yes. Lucky me." 
 

"I'll say. So is he as cute in person as he is..." 
 

"Jen," Drew interrupted. "Focus". 
 

He turned to Skye. 
 

"Forgive my partner, she's been on a long stakeout and hasn't slept in 48 hours." 
 

That's Drew's standard excuse whenever I embarrass him. Which is a lot, since that boy is wound up tighter than a stripper's g-string. 
 

"No problem," Skye responded with a couple strokes on her touch pad. 
 

I turned to Drew and gave him the thumbs up. If I was gonna tail anybody around for a few days, then Charles Rockland was at the top of my list. Drew rolled his eyes and went back to reading. When he was done, he asked Skye a series of questions, filling in a few blanks that she'd left in the background information. Then he put down his palmtop and leaned back in his chair to think. 
 

He looked at me and casually tapped his fists together. It was our symbol for a case that wasn't likely to go anywhere. I responded by rubbing my fingers together in the universal symbol of money. 
 

"Come on, Drew," I thought. "We live pretty close to the edge. It's not like we can afford to be turning down a good job like this." 
 

Drew turned back to our client. 
 

"I'm curious, Ms. Phillips. What made you choose our firm?" 
 

I moved. I knew what Drew was about to do, and I was not about to let him do it. Before Skye could respond I grabbed Drew by the shoulder. 
 

"Excuse me, Ms. Phillips, but there's an aspect to this case that I really need to discuss with my partner," I explained. "We'll be right back." 
 

I pulled Drew to the other end of the office. 
 

"What do you think you are doing?" I whispered. 
 

"I'm gonna recommend that she go downtown and try Global. They're better equipped to handle something like this." 
 

"Global? Are you nuts?" 
 

Global Investigations is a big, publicly traded company with branches in most major cities and the scruples of a hungry wolverine. The firm was started back in the single digits, when it occurred to some bright entrepreneur that Eastern Europe was full of former spies and surveillance equipment that could be had on the cheap. The result is something like a privatized version of the KGB. 
 

"Drew, if you do this, I will never forgive you." 
 

"Jen..." 
 

"No Drew, I mean it. How often do I get to investigate cases involving seriously cute television stars? I'll tell you-- never. I get overweight middle-aged cheating husbands. I get acne-ridden embezzling teenage clerks. I get greasy-haired butt-ugly abusive boyfriends. I do not get actors, I do not get models. I don't even get reasonably attractive musicians. I tell you Drew, I am way overdue for a case with a cute guy in it!" 
 

Drew rolled his eyes. 
 

"Jen, if you're done with your little trip to Fantasy Island, then let me point out why we can't handle this case. For one thing, a guy in Rockland's position is gonna have some serious security in place to keep the paparazzi and crazed fans away. Putting him under surveillance is gonna be next to impossible for us. And we don't even know what sort of trouble he's getting into, or who he's getting into it with." 
 

"Drew..." 
 

"No. I am not gonna take a case that we're not equipped to handle." 
 

"Drew!" 
 

"No." 
 

There are times when it sucks to be the junior partner. Technically, I control the Jennifer Grey, Licensed Psychic Investigator end of the business, because I started that after I joined the firm. But Drew still has final say on the Fortress Security business. I tried not to scowl as we went back to get rid of my dream client. 
 

"Thank you for waiting," Drew said. "My partner had an idea on a way to approach the case that involved some trade secrets. Now, where were we?" 
 

"You asked why I chose your firm." 
 

"Yes, I was curious about that." 
 

"Well... it sounds silly. But I had a dream last night. I mean, I am not superstitious. But you never know, right?" 
 

"What kind of dream?" Drew asked. 
 

"A strange one. Did you ever see that old television show, the one with the Gorilla who was a private detective? He was in it. He handed me a business card with the word Fortress on it. So when your name came up in the Google listing of detective agencies, I figured..." 
 

Drew's eyes narrowed, and for a second I saw that look again. Like the mask was slipping. And then he smiled and it was just good old Drew again. 
 

"Really?" he said. "That's funny. I used to watch that show when I was a kid. At any rate, I think that we can help you.-- Although there will be some difficulties in mounting surveillance on someone in Mr. Rockwell's position." 
 

Drew rattled on about the problems inherent in the case, and then he and Skye discussed various ways that she could help us to infiltrate Rockland's life and get past his security. 
 

And me? I sat there, trying to figure out what had just happened. One minute, Drew had been dead set against taking the case, and then suddenly it's no problem. 
 

Drew and Skye worked out a plan of action, and then Drew finished the meeting with his trademark description of our fees: 
 

"Fifty an hour, plus expenses, with a twenty five hundred dollar bonus when we obtain the information that you've asked for. And a five thousand dollar bonus if anyone associated with the case starts shooting at us. Gotta pay our medical bills." 
 

And he calls me a drama queen. 
 

Skye agreed to the terms, and left us with a week's retainer. Drew showed our new client to the door. 
 

As it closed behind her, I turned to him. 
 

"First, thank you. Second, what in your quaint Christian notion of Hell is going on here?" 
 

He shrugged. 
 

"I changed my mind. We'll find a way to handle it." 
 

"You changed your mind?" I repeated. "May I ask why?" 
 

"I don't know. Intuition, I guess." 
 

He tried to turn away, but I grabbed him by the shoulder. 
 

"Drew, men don't have intuition. You get seventy five percent of all income from professional sports, two-thirds of the votes in congress, and a metabolism that doesn't retain water once a month. You don't get to have intuition, too. It's nature's way of evening the score." 
 

"Whatever. Can we get started on this? There's a lot of research to do before we hit the set tomorrow. Which --in case you weren't paying attention-- is at 7 AM, sharp. As I see it, we need to finish the background check on our client and dig up anything we can on Rockland. Which piece do you want?" 
 

It was a sucker split. There would only be a trickle of information about Skye out on the web, but pages and pages of stuff on Rockland. Still, Drew knew which piece I would take. 
 

"Have fun reading up on Ms. Phillips," I said. 
 

And then I settled in to read everything ever written about the mysterious Mister Charles Rockland.
 

 
 







Chapter 5:
 The Gumshoe
 Wednesday, April 23, 10:42 PM

I finally got out of the office. I walked across the parking lot, shivering in the night air. It was late in the year for a cold snap, but apparently no one had mentioned that to Mother Nature. Maybe Jen could take it up with her at the next Wiccan shindig. I found my car, got my leather jacket out of the trunk, and started the drive home. 
 

I was still trying to figure out why our new client was having dreams about a certain gorilla in a trench coat. I tried to convince myself that it was just a coincidence. After all, Gumshoe Gorilla had been a popular show. And Ms. Philips does work in television. Maybe her brain went looking through old reruns when it realized that she needed a detective. 
 

Around 10th street, I told Sherwin to turn on the radio and find the Microsoft News Network. I listened to the reporters drone on as the street signs rolled by. The lead story was the Stonewall trial, of course. Not that anything had happened. But you know how reporters are-- once they get into a feeding frenzy, they'll keep talking even when there's nothing new to say. 
 

The Stonewall case wasn't going anywhere in a hurry. The lawyers had been wrangling with each other for three months now, and so far they hadn't even managed to pick a jury. Apparently, they were still trying to find twelve people who hadn't already seen the footage of Senator Stonewall stabbing that artist to death. Which was gonna be tough, because the news services replayed it every time they reported on the story. I don't know. Maybe the DA could find twelve eskimos who didn't own television sets. 
 

Elsewhere in the world, Brazil was still trying to clean up the mess from that EMP that went off in Rio de Janeiro last week. It had fragged every silicon chip in the city. Which meant that there wasn't a working computer, car, or microwave oven anywhere in Rio. A bunch of folks had died pretty quickly-- patients in hospitals whose life support stopped working, drivers on crowded highways, anybody with a pacemaker. But now the real trouble was starting. Disabled cars were blocking the roads. Stores couldn't run credit cards to sell food or medicine. Electricity and water was still offline. The Brazilian army was doing its best, air dropping supplies and moving troops in to try and keep the peace. But it sounded like things were getting really ugly, just the same. 
 

Tonight, the reporter was interviewing some talking heads, trying to figure out who had set off the pulse. One of them thought it was an eco-terrorist group protesting the destruction of the Amazon. The other thought it was the Colombians, getting even for their loss in the last border war. Neither guy had a shred of evidence to back up his position, so they just argued back and forth, trading guesswork as if it was news. 
 

I finally got sick of their chatter and switched off the radio. I had done enough thinking for one day. I drove on, letting my mind slide into neutral. I passed a couple prostitutes working their corner. The remains of a dog that hadn't quite made it across the street. A bag lady in an old prom dress going through a trash can. 
 

I got stuck at a red light on 14th street. While I waited, I noticed the big billboard on the side of the Metro Tower. It usually runs some ad of shirtless guys selling tanning products, but tonight it was scrolling through the lines of a poem. I had time to read a couple stanzas before the light changed.
 

 

And the lies that we were told,
 

When our innocence was sold
 

By the men who market soap and jeans and Gods
 

 

Are we really so naive?
 

That our hunger to believe
 

Can be sated by such simple minded frauds?
 

 

Buy this cologne, it makes you thinner!
 

Use this douche, And you're a winner!
 

Chew this gum! And you will drive all men to lust!
 

 

And buy this God, as we've defined him,
 

(Just don't try too hard to find him)
 

He's a private guy, and he only talks to us."
 

 

Cute. Someone running an advertisement against advertisers? Well, I'm sure they had an angle. The light turned green, and I drove on. 
 

I got lucky and landed a parking space in front of my building. It's an old house that's had more work done than an aging movie star. Over the years, people have added several new rooms to it, and then the latest owner chopped it up into apartments. The resulting floor plan is a little odd. For example, the windows in my living room offer a stunning view of... the inside of my bedroom. I'd love to know what contractor was responsible for that. 
 

On my way in, I ran into Ms. Georgia DeJungle. She was dressed for work, in a leopard print dress and a huge hat shaped like a palm tree with a little animatronic monkey waving from it. She was struggling with a couple of costume bags, so I carried them out to her car for her. (I like to stay on her good side. When she's not performing, she goes by Joe and handles the repairs on this place. A good person to know when your toilet stops working at three in the morning.) 
 

I got Georgia safely off, and headed back into the building. My apartment is on the ground floor, past the stairs and the fusebox. I reached my door and was about to place my thumb on the lockplate when I glanced down and saw the first sign of trouble. The small piece of tape that I'd placed on the door that morning was broken. 
 

It's a trick that I picked up from an old movie. There's no way to stop someone from breaking into a cheap building like this. There are just too many weak points. Even if I replaced the lock and put in a solid steel door, they'd just come in through the windows. And if I put bars on the windows, they'd break into the apartment next to mine and come in through the walls. The interior of this place is nothing but old plasterboard. You can cut through it with nothing more than a pocket knife and a little determination. 
 

Well, if I can't keep intruders out, I at least want to channel their efforts. So I'd put a really cheap lock on my front door, making it the obvious weak point. It saves on broken windows. And coupled with the broken tape, it gives me a little warning when I have unexpected company. 
 

I quietly backed away from my door. 
 

Out on the porch, I had Sherwin run a crosscheck of recent prison releases against the names of felons that I'd busted back when I was a cop. He came up with two matches. But one of them was an embezzler, nonviolent. And the other one was a guy in his sixties who'd poisoned his wife for the insurance. Neither seemed like the type to try and hunt me down for a face to face confrontation. 
 

Still, better safe than sorry. I called in a favor with a friend on the force and had her check the location of the parolees' transponders. The embezzler was up in Marietta, the poisoner out in Stone Mountain. That pretty much ruled out an old beef from my days as a cop. So whoever was in my apartment must be someone that I'd pissed off as a PI. I drew up a list of all the people from recent cases who might be mad enough to do me physical harm. It was longer than I'd like. But on the bright side, there were only two clients on it. 
 

I went out to my car. I got the taser out of the glove compartment, and the toy grenade out of the trunk. And then I headed back to find out who was in my apartment. 
 

The most dangerous part of this kind of operation is opening the door. All you need is some crazy on the other side with a shotgun to ruin your whole day. I stood to the side and had Sherwin trigger the lock remotely. The door unbolted and slowly started to swing open. --I'd like to claim that I rigged it that way, but the thing was already off balance when I moved in.-- When no one came running out, I tossed in the toy grenade. I got it from one of those stores that caters to children with paramilitary tendencies. It's just a hunk of plastic molded into a convincing facsimile of a fragmentary grenade. So it doesn't really do anything. Except scare the bejesus out of anyone who sees it. I gave whoever was in there two seconds to register the presence of the grenade and start running, and then I burst into the room with my taser out. 
 

There was no one there. I checked the corners, then the blind spots next to the door. Nope. No one. There was however, a large trunk sitting in the middle of my living room. 
 

Oh, no. Not this again. 
 

I swept the rest of the apartment. There were no intruders lurking in my bathroom or my closet, or under my bed. I went back and opened the trunk. 
 

Dresses. Piles and piles of women's dresses. Three in buckskin, plus a couple of slinky black numbers, and a bright red business ensemble. Oh, and shoes. Two sets of black pumps and a pair of moccasins. 
 

This really isn't funny anymore. 
 

Well, I couldn't leave it all sitting in the middle of my living room. I carried the trunk back to my bedroom, and added it to the growing pile of crap that the crazy indian had left for me. I was gonna have to figure out something to do with all this stuff. Maybe Georgia could take it off my hands. Put that on my "to do" list. 
 

The apartment was a little chilly, so I went into the kitchen, opened the oven, and set it to 450 degrees. In theory, the building comes with central heat and air. But since the landlord pays for the utilities, the heat never comes on for anything less than a blizzard. 
 

While I waited for the place to warm up, I read over the information on our new client, Skye Philips. Most of it was basic stuff: where she was born, where she went to school, that sort of thing. Sherwin had also been able to find a couple of paparazzi shots of her and Charles Rockland at a restaurant, looking pretty cozy with each other. So at least I knew the whole relationship wasn't taking place in her head. 
 

There was also a short article about her in Sign of the Times, a magazine for the hearing impaired. It was one of those "She made it big and you can too!" articles, but it did have a good explanation of her job. Apparently a "plot coordinator" is the person on a TV show who keeps track of all the different scenes that they shoot for different interest groups, and makes sure that they can be put together in any combination. So that the show will make sense whether you're watching a "family oriented" Christian cut, or the "guns and tits" version favored by teenage boys, or the pro-environmental Hindu S&M version with the extra car chases. 
 

I jotted down the relevant facts in a quick e-mail and zapped it off to Jen, then checked my own messages. The usual collection of junk-mail, plus a note from my mechanic. Apparently, the part that my car had ordered had arrived and I should come in and have it installed. Soon. Something in my car's transmission was about to go. 
 

I looked at the bill. Ouch. I guess it is convenient to have a car that can order its own repairs. Now, if I could just program it to check my bank balance first, and only break down when I can afford it. 
 

After that I checked the e-mail boxes for a couple of the cover identities that I use from time to time. I'm not into undercover work the way that Jen is, but it's nice to have an alias or two to fall back on in a pinch. Which means that I need to do a little maintenance on them every once in a while. Cruise the web using their account, make an online purchase or two, download a video. Just to make sure that if someone runs a check on the account, they won't get back a blank report. Nothing spells "fake" like a person with no history. 
 

Usually, my covers' mailboxes don't accumulate anything but generic spam, but lately some really interesting stuff had been turning up for the "Patrick McPherson" account. Jen had borrowed that identity a couple of weeks ago for one of her own cases. (Don't ask. Although I will say that she looked surprisingly convincing with the red side burns and goatee.) I don't know what the heck she'd done with that identity, but ever since then old Patrick has been getting some really unusual e-mail. This time around there was a sales pitch for a video of mating cats, an indecent proposal from a prison inmate in North Carolina, and a subscription offer for a necrophiliac porn site. 
 

Note to self: get the full story from Jen on that one. 
 

I finished going through the fake accounts and checked the time. It was a bit after midnight. I had to be up in less than six hours. I brushed my teeth, stripped down to my boxers, and crawled into bed. But I wasn't feeling tired yet. So I told Sherwin to turn on the TV and play an old episode of Gumshoe Gorilla.
 

I hadn't watched the show in years. But I used to love it as a kid. It had been created after that remake of Planet of the Apes bombed in a major way, leaving the studio with a ton of leftover monkey makeup. It turns out that while everybody loves monkeys, nobody wanted to watch a movie about fascist monkeys in outer space. 
 

I just wish I could have been at the meeting when somebody suggested the idea for the series. 
 

"Hey, PI shows are in this year. Apes are in. So why not a PI show about an ape?" 
 

I believe this is what Hollywood types call "high concept". 
 

The premise of the show was that some scientist had genetically engineered an ape to give it human intelligence because... well, because the guy was a scientist and they do that sort of thing. The problem was, he hadn't thought about what would happen to the gorilla afterwards. I mean, with human intelligence it couldn't very well go back to swinging around a cage at the zoo with the other gorillas. And, of course, it could never fit in with human society. The only knowledge it had of human behavior came from the lab technicians. That, and watching old movies with the late night security guard, who happened to be a big Humphrey Bogart fan. 
 

So one day this gorilla decides to leave the lab, take on the name "Monk Malone", move to LA, and open a detective agency. He even managed to get an office and a smart aleck receptionist named Shirley. And he went out every week on a new case, trying to understand this race that he would never belong to, trying to make a place for himself in a world that had no place for him. 
 

I think that's what really hooked me as a kid. That whole "stranger in a strange land" thing. I was too young to realize that I was gay. But I could already sense that I was different. That I was never gonna fit into the straight-laced Baptist mold that everyone around me had been pressed from. Lord knows there were enough times when I felt like an alien, like the only one of my kind on this planet. 
 

I watched the episode through to the end, and then finally started to drift off to sleep. I was just starting to doze when I heard someone jimmying the lock on my front door.
 

 
 







Chapter 6:
 The Gumshoe
 Thursday, April 24, 1:27 AM

I slipped out of bed. I felt around on the floor for my jeans, but I couldn't find them in the dark. Darn it. My taser was still in the pocket. 
 

I thought about turning on the lights, but I didn't want to lose the element of surprise. So I reached under my bed and fumbled around for something solid that I could use as a weapon. My fingers closed on what felt like a beer bottle. Good enough. I grabbed it and headed for the front door. I got there just as my mystery guest finally got the hang of the lock. 
 

I pressed myself up against the wall. The door swung open, slowly. I waited, ready to give my visitor a good crack on the skull. And then... 
 

And then a Cherokee warrior walked in carrying a stack of hat boxes. 
 

This again. I flipped on the lights. 
 

"Laughing Bear." 
 

My stalker turned around. 
 

"Oh, hey Drew! Sorry, didn't mean to wake you up." 
 

He glanced at my raised hand. 
 

"Expecting trouble?" 
 

I followed his gaze. Apparently, I had been about to club him with a plastic bottle of Pepto Bismol. 
 

"Commando Training," I explained. "I know five different ways to kill a man with one of these." 
 

He laughed. A quiet chuckle. But somewhere down inside it I heard the "woo-hoo-hoo-hoo!" of a cartoon tiger. I was letting myself get too low on sleep. 
 

"Didn't anyone ever teach you to knock?" I asked. 
 

"Sure. But you never answer when I do." 
 

"Some people might take that as a hint." 
 

He smiled and glanced down at my underwear. 
 

"Nice boxers." 
 

I went back to my bedroom and pulled on my jeans. By the time I got back Laughing Bear was dumping another armload of boxes on my living room floor. I thought about pulling out the taser and shooting him, but that would only be a temporary solution. A .44 magnum would be a more permanent one, but I wasn't that desperate. Yet. He was an intruder, and I could legally shoot him. But my landlord gets upset if there's more than one gunfight a year in the building. And I'd already used up my quota for 2035. 
 

"Where do you want me to put this stuff?" he asked. 
 

"In the dumpster out back." 
 

He laughed. 
 

"No," I said. "I'm serious. I don't want it." 
 

He laughed again. This time I caught a split second glimpse of a black and orange tail, twitching in the air. 
 

Waking dreams. I really needed to get back to sleep. 
 

Laughing Bear went out to get more boxes. I considered locking the door behind him, but he'd just jimmy it open again. I sat on the couch and waited for him. Just my luck. A hunky guy turns up in my apartment at 1 AM, and all he wants to do is play dress up. 
 

He came back with a big steamer trunk. He put it down on the floor and pulled out a deerskin dress. It was covered in elaborate blue beadwork. Must have taken someone hundreds of hours to make. 
 

"You want to try it on?" he asked. 
 

I wanted to sock him in the jaw. But I repressed the urge. I should cut the guy a little slack. After all, the guy did save my life once. 
 

I'd gotten myself into a real jam with the Christian Militia last year, and Laughing Bear had pulled me out of it. It's a long, complicated story involving an electric fence and some angry guys with guns and my partner's missing cat... well, like I said, it's a long story. But by the end of it Laughing Bear's wife was dead. She'd been some sort of holy drag queen. The Cherokee are into that kind of crazy shit. And I'd inherited all her stuff. 
 

"Look, Laughing Bear, I'm really not into the whole dressing up like a woman thing. You need to find someone else to play this game with." 
 

He just grinned and tried to hand me the dress. 
 

"Come on Drew, she left it to you." 
 

Figures. I finally get named in a will, and it's by someone with no bank account. 
 

"Laughing Bear, try to listen to what I'm saying. First off, I don't wear women's clothing. Second, I don't have room for all this stuff. Third, even if by some miracle I decided that I wanted to play Pocahontas with you, the fact is that your dead wife was an anorexic little dwarf, and I would never be able to fit into that dress, anyway." 
 

Laughing Bear looked thoughtful for a moment. Maybe I was finally getting through to him. Maybe he would finally take all this stuff away and leave me alone. 
 

He reached into the trunk and got out a pair of blue beaded moccasins. 
 

"Did I mention that it comes with matching shoes?" 
 

I slammed my fists against the wall. 
 

"AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAARRRRRRRRRRRRRRRG!" 
 

"Is something wrong?" he asked. 
 

"YES!" I shouted. "YOU! YOU ARE ABSOLUTELY, CERTIFIABLY, INSANE!" 
 

My upstairs neighbor started pounding on the ceiling for me to shut up, but I was past caring. 
 

"YOU JUST DON'T GET IT, DO YOU? I HAVE TRIED TO BE NICE ABOUT THIS BUT..." 
 

At this point, my phone rang, breaking my rhythm. I would have ignored it, but my phone isn't supposed to ring at this time of the night. Anything that comes in this late should go straight to my voicemail, unless it comes in with my priority code. 
 

And only two people know that code. 
 

I pulled the phone out of my pocket. 
 

"What?" I spat into the receiver. 
 

"Drew?" said the voice on the other end. It was Daniel. He sounded upset. 
 

"What's wrong?" 
 

"Um... I'm kinda in jail." 
 

Make that very upset. He sounded like he was about to cry. 
 

"Jail?" I asked. 
 

It took me a few seconds to process that. Daniel in jail? Sure, he was a hustler, but he wasn't one of the streetwalkers who gets busted on a regular basis. Daniel worked for one of those discreet phone services that advertises in the back of magazines. They usually don't cause any trouble, so vice pretty much ignores them. Well, except for election years, when the mayor wants to rack up some easy busts so he can look tough on crime. But the agencies shut down to new clients during that season. 
 

"Drew? Are you there?" 
 

"Yeah." 
 

I knew better than to ask why he was there. Phone calls from holding are recorded, and his explanation might incriminate him. 
 

"Which facility are you in? Metro Detention?" 
 

"Uh... I'm not sure." 
 

"Just a second." 
 

I checked the caller ID. The call was coming from Metro. 
 

"Got it. Have they assigned you bail yet?" 
 

"No. This was my first phone call." 
 

"OK. Sit tight. I'm on the way. In the meantime, don't talk to anyone unless they give you my name. I mean it-- Not a word. No phone calls to friends. No idle chitchat with the other prisoners." 
 

I paused. 
 

"And no flirting with the guards either." 
 

"OK," he said, sounding a bit more like himself. 
 

"I'm on my way." 
 

"Well, I guess I'll be here." 
 

I put the phone back in my pocket and went into the bedroom to throw on a shirt and some shoes. Laughing Bear followed me, still holding the moccasins. 
 

"Is everything...?" 
 

"No, it's not." 
 

"Can I...?" 
 

"Yes, by getting out of here and taking all this junk with you," I said, gesturing to the pile of boxes that was overrunning my bedroom. 
 

"Well, maybe I could..." 
 

"No. I mean it," I said, finishing with the laces. "Take all this crap down to Goodwill or the dumpster or wherever you want to leave it, lock the door behind you, and don't come back." 
 

I stood up and walked to the door. I almost made it outside before the guilt set in. I turned back to Laughing Bear. He looked like he was gonna cry. 
 

"OK. That was harsh," I admitted. "The truth is that I'm sorry. I'm sorry your wife or boyfriend or whatever you want to call him is dead. And I know that this whole thing is just your creepy way of trying to hang on to him. But I don't want all this stuff, and I don't want you hanging around here all the time. You're gonna have to find somebody else to wear her old clothes." 
 

I turned away and made it out of the building and into my car before any more pangs of guilt could slow me down. I started the drive south, putting in a call to Picket, Bowles & Chang on the way. I do some work for them from time to time. They're not the classiest law firm in Atlanta, but they do keep an associate on night duty to handle DUIs and such. A woman named Maria took the call. I gave her Daniel's name and my account number with the firm. 
 

"You'll have to tell him I sent you," I explained. "Or he won't take your call." 
 

"I'm on it." 
 

I reached the Detention Center and pulled into the parking lot. I went into the lobby, grabbed a coke from the gift shop, and sat down in the waiting area. There wasn't much I could do until I heard back from the lawyer. I killed time for about thirty minutes until she finally called to say that she'd conferenced with a night judge and worked out bail. $200K. 
 

Well, it could have been worse. I made arrangements with one of the bondsmen across the street, and then waited while Daniel was processed out. Forty-five minutes later a guard led him through the big double doors out of the detention area. I almost laughed. Apparently Daniel hadn't been wearing a shirt when he was arrested. I guess I should be thankful that he'd at least been wearing pants. He was clutching the big manila envelope with his personal items in it. He looked around for a few seconds, trying to pick me out of the crowd of faces there to retrieve friends and loved ones, and then his face lit up and he came running over. I nodded in the direction of the exit, and he followed me out. 
 

We walked across the parking lot without saying anything, Daniel shivering in the cold. I figured he'd tell me what had happened when he was ready. I popped the trunk and handed him a jacket. I always keep three or four back here, in case I need to change my look while I'm doing surveillance. As Daniel put it on, I noticed a set of three parallel scratches on his shoulder. 
 

"What happened there?" I asked. 
 

He glanced down at the cuts. 
 

"Oh, that? Nothing to worry about." He pulled on the jacket and zipped it up. 
 

I unlocked the car and we climbed in. I pulled out of the parking lot, and started driving North. Daniel still hadn't offered any explanation. He sat looking out the window without facing me. 
 

"Interesting night?" I finally prompted. 
 

He turned to me, and I caught a worried look before he put on the puppy dog smile. 
 

"Did you know that prison is nothing like they show it in porn movies?" he said. 
 

"Yeah, I've heard that. You're lucky you were only in holding." 
 

Daniel shrugged and turned back to the window, watching the world go by. It occurred to me that it might have been smarter to leave him in prison over night, just to teach him a lesson. But then, I didn't even know what lesson he needed to be learning. 
 

I passed the turnoff for Daniel's apartment and continued North. 
 

"Where are we going?" 
 

"I'm hungry," I lied. "Let's get some breakfast." 
 

A few minutes later we were pulling in under the big neon woodpecker sign of Daniel's favorite restaurant. There'd been a bit of trouble when it opened a few years back. The restaurant across the street, which features an owl for its logo, had filed a lawsuit claiming infringement of trademark. But the courts had ruled that the idea of having a bird in your logo and tight-shirted wait staff was not unique. I was hoping that a little food and some nice scenery might put Daniel in a more talkative mood. 
 

A cheery server in a tank top greeted us at the door. 
 

"Welcome to Peckers. How many in your party tonight?" 
 

I held up two fingers, and he led us to a well lit table in the center of the room. --I've noticed that I get better seating when I'm with Daniel. He's decorative.-- A few minutes later a waiter, with arms that looked like they'd been sculpted out of stone, came by and took our order. I got a fruit salad and some coffee. Daniel got the blintzes and a milk shake. 
 

After that we sat quietly for a while, watching the after bar crowd filter in. Mostly they turned up in couples. Guys who'd hooked up on the dance floor, and were now negotiating the final details of an evening's tryst over breakfast. I've always found it fascinating to see who's about to end up with who. A big blond body builder, with gold glitter on his arms and chest, chatting up a little dark haired guy with intense eyes. A black drag queen doing a stand up comedy routine for some straight laced white guy in a button-down shirt. An old Hispanic man with a bad toupee and an outfit that belonged on someone thirty years younger eating with some scrawny kid who looked like he was in the habit of getting other people to pay for his meals. And at the table next to ours, a really cute pair, who looked like they could have been twins. I wonder if their favorite hobby was staring into the mirror. 
 

There was also a big table at the back with seven guys. The A-list party crowd, all decked out in pirate shirts and velvet leggings. They were loud and laughing, high on Bliss and pounding music and the promise of sex. In spite of myself, I felt a pang of envy, wishing I could be one of them. To lose myself in those things as easily as they seemed to. I'd tried it when I was young, but I never really felt like I belonged. I watched them laughing, and wondered if they were really as happy as they seemed to be, or if they were all just pretending in order to fit in. 
 

Our food came, and Daniel's spirits started to pick up. I drew him into a conversation about which waiters he thought were cute, and then pointed out another group coming into the restaurant. Four guys in flight suits with crew cuts and dog tags, but I don't think they were military. Not unless army boys have started wearing bleached blond sideburns, goatees, and eyebrows. Their skin was impossibly tanned, and their hair was 

 impossibly blond, and the whole get up made them look like some sort of photo-negative GI Joe.  

"Tell me these guys aren't the next fashion wave," I pleaded. 
 

Daniel looked over his shoulder at them. 
 

"Oh. They must be up from Miami. It's the clone look down there." 
 

"Well, let's hope it doesn't catch on here." 
 

They walked past our table, looking us over with the perpetual half-sneer by which the ultra-hip announce their disdain for the rest of the world. 
 

"Guess we didn't pass muster with the fashion police," I noted. 
 

"Like I care," Daniel responded. 
 

"Who decides this stuff, anyway?" I asked. "I mean, who decides that leather jackets are out, but skin cancer and peroxide are in?" 
 

"SMOF," Daniel said between bites of blintz. 
 

"Who?" 
 

"SMOF. The Secret Masters Of Fashion. They get together every summer on Fire Island and decide what styles they're going to inflict on the rest of the world. They flew me up to entertain at one of their parties a couple years back." 
 

He said it with a half smile, and I couldn't decide if he was making it up or not. It was just weird enough to be true. 
 

He finished the blintzes. 
 

"By the way Drew, thanks. I'll pay you back for the lawyer." 
 

"I know." 
 

I waited for him to go on with an explanation of the night's events, but he never did. 
 

"There's a bondsmen's fee, too." 
 

"How much?" he asked. 
 

"Five percent." 
 

"Jesus." 
 

"Can you cover it?" 
 

He rolled his eyes, then grabbed the milkshake and killed it off. 
 

"I've got some money I put away for a rainy day. Can I pay you back on Friday?" 
 

"Sure." 
 

There was a long pause. 
 

"When's your court date?" I asked. 
 

"Next month. The fifteenth." 
 

Again with the long silence. He was gonna make this like pulling teeth. 
 

"You realize that I can't help you if I don't know what's going on." 
 

He smiled his disarming smile. 
 

"Don't worry about me. I can handle this." 
 

Well that pretty much put an end to any further inquiry. Daniel got the waiter's attention and, after some pro-forma flirting, paid our bill. We got my car and started the drive back to his apartment. 
 

"Actually, can you drop me off at Vince's place?" Daniel asked. "It's on 12th, between Piedmont and Juniper." 
 

"Sure. Your boyfriend's probably worried sick about you." 
 

"I'll say. He must think that I'm cozying up to a cellmate named Bubba by now." 
 

"If you were lucky. I once heard of a guy who..." 
 

I was about to launch into an old joke about the Georgia prison system, but something about Daniel's last statement bothered me. It took me a few seconds to work out what it was. He'd used his first call to reach me. They give you two calls, but... 
 

"Daniel, did you call Vince from the detention center?" 
 

"No. You told me not to." 
 

Right. I didn't want you saying anything that might incriminate you on the phone. So how would Vince know you were in prison? Unless... 
 

Unless he was there when Daniel were arrested. 
 

"Is something wrong?" Daniel asked. 
 

"No," I said. "I'm just glad you're OK." 
 

I turned onto twelfth street, and Daniel pointed out the building. I waited while he ran up and pounded on the door. The lights came on, and Vince answered the door wearing a towel. He looked like he'd been asleep. I watched them hug and go inside. 
 

The clock on my dashboard read 4:16 am. I had to be awake again in less than two hours. Hardly worth going to bed. I got out my palm top, and set to work finding out everything there was to know about Daniel's new beau.
 

 
 







Chapter 7
 The Psychic
 Thursday, April 24, 12:17 PM

Kurt and Miranda ducked into an alcove and pressed themselves against the wall, breathing heavily. Kurt took off the gold rimmed glasses he'd been wearing as a disguise and cooly slipped them into the breast pocket of his suit. 
 

"Tell me again how easy this is going to be?" he said. 
 

"Oh dis?" Miranda said, in the exotic East European accent she reverted to in personal conversations. "A valk in ze park. You should have been there ven I vas casing ze Louvre. Mind if I borrow dis?" 
 

She grabbed his umbrella and shoved it out around the corner, just in time to trip a Russian gangster as he ran by. Kurt leapt on the villain, ready to finish the job. 
 

"AND CUT" yelled the director. 
 

He took a few seconds to review the playback on his monitor. 
 

"That's a take. Swap 'em out." 
 

The actor who'd been playing Kurt stepped out of the shot and came over to Veronica's table for reassignment. I thought this one was Charles, but I couldn't swear to it. With three identical brothers running around on the set, trying to keep an eye on the right Rockland was like trying to follow the queen in a game of three card monte. It didn't help that the show was shooting scenes in four different locations in the building, shuffling the actors around between them while the crews set up different camera angles and lighting. How anybody could keep track of it all was beyond me, but somehow Veronica did. She held up her fingers in the "five minutes" sign, and the actor who might be Charles collapsed into a nearby chair. 
 

While that was going on, Miranda had found her mark for the beginning of the scene and was joined by another one of the Rockland brothers, this one wearing nothing but a towel. A kid whose name I hadn't learned yet stepped out with a clapboard and "slated" the scene in a lighting quick staccato. 
 

"CzechMates, season 4, episode 6, scene 37, version D, violence ratings three through seven, sexual content ratings eight to ten. All interest groups except lesbian and female passive." 
 

"And... ACTION!" 
 

Again, our heroes ducked into the alcove, pressing themselves against the wall, breathing heavily. Kurt looked at Miranda. Sweat glistened on his chest. 
 

"Tell me again how easy this is going to be?" 
 

"Oh, dis?" Miranda said. "A valk in ze park. You should have been there ven I vas casing ze Louvre. Mind if I borrow this?" 
 

She ripped off Kurt's towel and deftly wrapped it around the face of a Russian gangster as he ran by. Kurt moved in to finish the job. 
 

"AND CUT!" 
 

The gangster got up and handed Kurt back his towel. Kurt held it absent-mindedly without putting it on. They all looked to the director, waiting to hear whether that was a take or they would have to redo the shot. From somewhere next to me I heard a soft chuckle. 
 

"You might wanna close your mouth darlin'," Veronica said in an exaggerated Texas twang. "before flies start wanderin' in." 
 

"Oh, sorry," I said. 
 

I tried to take my eyes off the actor playing Kurt. But Hell, I'm only human. 
 

"Which one is that, anyway?" I asked. 
 

"Oh, bashful there? That's Bernie." 
 

"How can you tell?" 
 

"I don't know. You just develop a knack for it, after a while. Now if I can pry you away from the scenery for a moment, I need you to run down to the costumer's truck and get a guard shirt. The stunt double up on Location Three ripped his during a fall." 
 

"I'm on it!" I said, feigning as much enthusiasm for the job as I could. 
 

I was supposed to be playing the bright-eyed intern, who was just so happy at this chance to observe a show in the making. Skye had called in a favor with Veronica to get me this unpaid gig. She might have mentioned that in Hollywood, "intern" is short hand for "slave labor". Since I wasn't union, all Veronica could legally use me for was to run errands. And when I say "run" I am not speaking metaphorically. The woman was tougher than a triathlon trainer. 
 

Reluctantly, I pulled myself away from the shoot. But not before I took one last look at Bernie. One of the makeup girls was spritzing his chest with a spray bottle. The fringe benefits on this case almost made up for all the jogging. 
 

Anyway, I ran down the stairs to the parking lot. --And notice that I do say "the stairs", and not "the elevators". You see, the High Museum has only two sets of elevators, and Veronica had decreed that those were reserved for shuttling around actors and equipment. Apparently, in the show's pecking order, an intern rates substantially lower than klieg lights and boom mics.-- So, I ran down the stairs, got the shirt from the costumer, then ran back up seven flights to location three. 
 

I had never actually been in the High Museum of Art before that day, but I was getting to know every inch of the place in intimate detail. There were actors and technicians and what not spread out all over the building, and invariably one of them forgot something, or broke something, or needed something, and Veronica sent me to get it for them. I had crisscrossed the building so many times that the tread was wearing off my sneakers. Guess this is what they mean by the "glamorous Hollywood lifestyle". 
 

I paused on the top landing to pull out my palmtop and see if they were in the middle of a shot. There was no "quiet" flag by Location Three, so I opened the door and jogged through the galleries towards the shoot. I passed a few weird paintings, including a pornographic reworking of The Last Supper, and a burned out frame that someone had put up on the wall. The museum was having a big Calerant retrospective. --A purely artistic decision, I'm sure, and not an attempt to cash in on the publicity surrounding the artist's death or the ongoing murder trial.-- The exhibit wound its way up the building in a slow spiral, starting with his earliest work and ending at the center of the top floor, where Group Three was currently shooting. 
 

I entered the gallery and made my way through the crowd of people to the stuntman who was awaiting my delivery. He took it without so much as a "thank you". Another one of the Rockland brothers was up here, rehearsing a scene with a woman who was about the same height and build as Ivanava Jones, the actress who plays Miranda. They were standing in front of a metal sculpture holding a television monitor, on which the security camera footage of Calerant's murder played over and over again in an endless loop. 
 

I was tempted to stay and see what they were shooting, but I knew that I'd better hurry back to Veronica. And besides, I'd already given up trying to piece together the plot from the fragments of the show that I was seeing. There were just too many scenes, being shot too many different ways. Along one plot line, Kurt had gotten into the museum by posing as an art critic. In another, he'd decked a guard and taken his uniform. And then, of course, there was my personal favorite, where he posed as a nude model for an art class. After that, however, I got completely lost. Supposedly, Skye was keeping all these plotlines straight in her head, but I don't know how she was doing it. She must have had a photographic memory and a brain that can work in eight different directions at once. 
 

I jogged back down to Location One, where the director was in a huddle with Veronica and Skye. Probably trying to figure out how to juggle the actors around for the next set of scenes. The meeting ended a few seconds later with the Director telling everyone to break for lunch. 
 

I joined the mass of people heading up the stairs and then across the sky bridge to the top of the parking deck. The caterer had set up tables and chairs there, and a big buffet line. I will say this for the studio: it sure does feed its people well. Caesar salad, and pasta salad, and seafood salad, and barbecue, and tuna steak, and some of those huge farm-raised shrimp in a tangy mango sauce. While I was loading up my plate, Veronica stepped into line behind me. 
 

"So how are you enjoying your first day in television?" 
 

I almost told her that my legs were killing me and she was a slave driving bitch. Almost. 
 

"I'm just so happy to see how a real shoot works!" I said, smiling. 
 

I tell you, if anybody on this show deserved an Emmy, it was me. 
 

Veronica smiled back. 
 

"Come on, I'll introduce you to some of the crew." 
 

We took our plates and threaded our way between tables populated by a colorful mix of technicians and fake gangsters and even a few phony Cherokee in war paint. --Don't ask. I hadn't figured out how the tomahawk-wielders fit into the plot yet. -- I did a quick scan of the crowd, and spotted two of the Rockland brothers sitting at the same table. One was in a security guard's outfit, the other in a bathrobe. They were energetically chatting up a couple young women who had tool belts hanging on the backs of their chairs. The third brother, in the dark suit, was over in a corner by himself. As I watched, Skye came over and gave him a kiss. OK. At least now I knew which one was Charles. 
 

Veronica lead me over to a table that still had a couple of empty chairs and introduced me to the rest of the group. 
 

"Hey everybody! This is my new intern, Susan." 
 

I smiled and waved. I was using the background I had worked up for "Susan LaCroix", a bored rich girl from Savannah. It was a little high brow for this job, but I figured that old Susan might be so fascinated by show businesses that she'd do anything to break in. 
 

We went around the table doing the name thing. The fat guy with the bleached-out hair was Arnie, one of the makeup artists. The woman with the leather pants and the shaved head was Jo-Jo, the props master. And the blond in the black jump suit was Rianna, one of the four different actresses who plays the part of Miranda. Unfortunately (for her) she isn't the one whose face or voice is used in the final show, so all that anybody ever sees of her acting is from the neck down. 
 

I sat down with my new acquaintances, and started my lunch. And got my first lucky break of the day. Veronica, it turned out, had one redeeming feature: she was a gossip. And even better, so were all her friends. Over the course of the next ten minutes, the four of them shared enough dirt to keep the National Enquirer running for an entire year: A certain married gaffer (whatever that is) who was knocking boots with the fight coordinator. A stunt double whose heroin habit was starting to get in the way of her work. A camera operator whose husband had just told her that he was applying for gender reassignment surgery. 
 

I sat back and listened, as this fountain of information gushed before me. None of the dirt directly pertained to Charles Rockland, but it was still an invaluable roadmap to the maze of interlocking cliques in the cast and crew. Someone on this show had to know what Charles was up to. It was just a matter of finding out who that person was, and how I could get leverage on them. And here was Veronica, handing me the keys to the kingdom. 
 

The universe really was being inexplicably nice to me all of a sudden. I made a mental note to buy a meal for the next homeless person I saw. Keep my karmic debts paid up. 
 

While I listened to my companions dish, I kept one eye on the table with Charles and Skye. They were chatting with a couple of gangsters and an assistant director, but every so often they'd pull out of the conversation and sign to each other for a few seconds. I wondered what they were saying. And I also wondered if Charles had known how to sign before he met Skye, or if he'd learned it just to talk to her. I saw him make a big gesture with his arms, and Skye broke out into laughter. They looked happy together. But that's never stopped a man from cheating before. 
 

At another table, the other Rockland brothers were prosecuting their offensive with the two electricians. I was beginning to spot those little differences that Veronica had mentioned. The one in the bathrobe seemed to do most of the talking, and kept leaning across the table, as if to say something intimate to the girls. The other one, in the guard uniform, leaned back in his chair, as if watching the conversation from the outside, and seemed to spend most of his time laughing at his brother's jokes. 
 

I wonder what it had been like for them growing up. Being one of five identical brothers, raised by the ultimate in pushy stage mothers. OK, so Virginia Rockland wasn't the only single mother who'd ever bought genetic material from the estate of a dead movie star. (I read an article somewhere that Tom Cruise alone has posthumously fathered over five thousand children. I'll bet if he'd known how extensively his heirs were gonna strip mine his frozen corpse he would have requested a cremation instead.) No, Virginia was simply the first one to come up with the idea of mass production. After all, the problem with actors has always been that you can only work them for sixteen or seventeen hours a day, and they can only be in one place at a time. Unless, that is, you happen to have two actors who look so much alike that they can play the same part. And then, why at stop two? Or three? Or four? 
 

In the end, we can thank our lucky stars that artificial wombs are so expensive, and Virginia only had enough savings to incubate five clones. Otherwise, we'd be up to our asses in Rockland brothers. Fun as that might be, in some circumstances. 
 

I could also count myself lucky that two of the brothers don't even work on the Czechmates show. Otherwise I don't know how I'd ever keep 'em all straight. Albert has his own film career, and prefers not to work with his brothers. And then there's Eddie who... well, let's just say that between sex scandals and drug arrests, Eddie seems to have a full time job providing fodder for the tabloids. 
 

My companions noticed me staring at the Rocklands. 
 

"Don't tell me that you've fallen prey to the triple threat," Veronica said. 
 

"Huh? Oh, them?" 
 

I demurely wiped a bit of seafood salad from my chin. 
 

"Well, they are kind of easy on the eyes," I admitted. 
 

Arnie, the fat guy, snorted. 
 

"That's not the only way they're easy." 
 

Rianna, who was sitting next to me, flushed crimson. She grabbed a roll off my plate and threw it at him. 
 

"Anything I should know?" I asked. 
 

"Rianna had a nasty break up with Doug last year," Veronica explained. 
 

"Yeah, after he and Bernie swapped on her," Arnie added with a chuckle. 
 

Another roll from my plate went flying at Arnie's face. 
 

"Swapped?" I asked. 
 

"They were out on a double date," Arnie explained, "and when it was over the two of them..." 
 

"Oh, " I said. "Oooooooooooooh!" 
 

I turned to Rianna. 
 

"How did you find out?" 
 

"She didn't," Jo-jo said from across the table, a delicious smirk spreading across her face. "Not until about half way through." 
 

Rianna coolly avoided looking at any of them. She picked up her fork and speared a lettuce leaf with the sort of intensity usually reserved for harpooning whales. After a moment she turned to me. 
 

"It's so nice to have supportive friends." 
 

I laughed. 
 

"The sad thing is that Doug's actually not a bad guy," she went on. "He's kind of sweet and quiet. He just lets Bernie talk him into doing stupid things." 
 

"Yeah, Bernie's the one who's always on the make," Arnie said. "He'll sleep with anyone." 
 

"Almost anyone," Rianna said, staring back at Arnie. Now it was Arnie's turn to blush. 
 

"OK," I said. "Sounds like it's best to steer clear of the terrible twosome over there. What about Charlie though?" 
 

I gestured to the third brother. 
 

"Lover boy?" Veronica said, rolling her eyes. "Two words: lost cause." 
 

"Yeah," Jo-jo said. "And Veronica would know." 
 

Veronica raised an eye brow. 
 

"And what is that supposed to mean?" she asked. 
 

Jo-jo smiled coyly. 
 

"Ah, how quickly some people forget last year's Christmas party." 
 

"Hey, that was a friendly kiss." "
 

It wasn't the kiss I was thinking of. It was that under-the-table maneuver you performed during dessert." 
 

"What? I dropped my fork." 
 

"And you thought you'd find it in Charlie's pocket?" 
 

Veronica didn't have a good response to that one. She spent a few seconds trying to think of one, and then stood up. 
 

"I have to get the actor assignments ready for the next set of shots." 
 

As she walked off, Jo-jo turned to me. 
 

"So what's the real story between you and the Marquessa?" 
 

"Who?" 
 

"The Marquessa de Sade," explained Rianna, with a nod to the retreating figure of Veronica. "A little pet name we have for her." 
 

"Did you know that you're the third intern she's had since we came to Atlanta?" Arnie asked. 
 

"Really?" I said. 
 

No wonder Skye had been able to get me this job so easily. 
 

"Yep." Arnie responded. "The last one had a nervous breakdown." 
 

"Are you sure?" Jo-jo asked. "I heard it was an asthma attack." 
 

"Nope," Rianna said. "I was there. The kid broke down crying on the set and had to be carried off. One of the gaffers told me that the paramedics had to sedate her to keep her from screaming." 
 

"How long did she last?" I asked. 
 

"About a week," Jo-jo said. 
 

Great. Remind me to wrap this case up fast. 
 

"Gee, " I said. "I can't imagine why anyone would have trouble working for Veronica. She's so... easy going. By the way, was that true about her and Charles Rockland?" 
 

"Old Charlie boy?" Jo-jo said. "Yeah, the Marquessa has had a thing for him since the first season." 
 

"Did they ever...?"
 

 "Nah," Jojo said. "Charlie fell for Skye, the girl over there in the funky glasses, around the second month of shooting. The Marquessa never had a chance." 
 

"Not that she hasn't tried from time to time," Arnie added. 
 

"Well then how do you know they haven't...?" 
 

"Please," Jo-jo said, "if the Marquessa had gotten anywhere with old Charlie boy, she would have taken out a full page ad in Variety announcing it. She hasn't been particularly subtle about her feelings." 
 

"And besides," Rianna said, "much as I hate to admit it, I think our Charlie is firmly hooked. I mean, look at those two. Are they just nauseatingly cute together, or what?" 
 

We all turned in unison to take a look at the couple. They were sharing a cup of yogurt, and he was feeding her with a spoon. 
 

"You're right," I said. "It's disgusting." 
 

Rianna snickered in agreement, and went back to pushing the lettuce around on her plate. I was wondering if any of it was actually gonna make it into her mouth. 
 

"I'm sorry," I said, "but I've just gotta ask: is that all you're gonna eat?" 
 

Rianna grimaced, then glanced to her right. I followed her gaze over to Ivanava Jones, the star who does all of Miranda's lines and close ups. 
 

Rianna leaned over to me and whispered. 
 

"That is what I've got to match my weight to. I get five pounds heavier than her, and I'm off the show." 
 

"Jesus," I said. --Susan, my cover identity, is Episcopalian.-- "Have you ever thought about leaving a box of donuts on her doorstep?" 
 

"Actually, I have this fantasy where I pin her to the floor and shove chocolate eclairs down her throat." 
 

"You know, Freud would have a field day with that one," I said. 
 

"Yeah, well Freud didn't have to match his weight and figure to a bulimic little Barbie doll." 
 

"True." 
 

I glanced at my watch. 12:48. 
 

"Well, I'd love to stay and chat," I said, "but there are a few things I need to take care of before Veronica puts my leash back on." 
 

"Of course," Arnie said. "It was a pleasure meeting you." 
 

"Some of us are gonna grab drinks after work," Rianna suggested. "You want to join us?" 
 

"That depends on how the rest of the day goes," I said. "I may have a date with the paramedics." 
 

We said our goodbyes, and then the three of them started swapping dish on me before I was even out of earshot. Funny, I hadn't realized that I come off as a closeted lesbian with a thing for being dominated. Go figure. 
 

I jogged over to the stairs and got my phone out. Drew answered on the first ring. 
 

"Hello Susan. How's my little mogul doing?" 
 

"Oh, just rolling in the glamor over here. I've got maybe fifteen minutes before the Wicked Witch of the West starts screaming for her flying monkey again. How'd your morning go?" 
 

"Lousy. Security at the hotel was even tighter than I expected. The studio has taken over three floors, and locked them off to the public. I spent most of the morning trying to find a way into Rockland's room, with no luck. Going after his phone records was also a bust. And by the way-- why is it that I'm doing all the legwork on this case while you're rubbing elbows with celebrities?" 
 

"Because you're abrasive, moody, and you suck at small talk." 
 

"Oh yeah, that was the reason. Anyway, I had better luck with the car cleaning gambit. Skye told a guard at the garage that I would be coming by to detail her car, so he didn't question it when I did Rockland's as well." 
 

"Find anything interesting?" 
 

"Yeah. I'm pretty sure I found a whole secret identity." 
 

"What do you mean?" 
 

"There was a gym bag in the trunk with a hokey disguise: blond wig, brown contacts, leather jacket, red bandana. And a fake California driver's license in the name 'Jackson Brand' with a picture of our boy Rockland looking like a reject from Hell's Angels." 
 

"Hm. That is interesting. Any idea what 'Mr. Brand' has been up to?" 
 

"Not yet. The address on the license is a mail drop, and I haven't found any credit cards in his name. Whatever Rockland is doing as Jackson Brand, he must be doing it with cash." 
 

"Which means it's probably dirty. Anything else from the car?" 
 

"The usual detritus. Cups from some fast food places. --All that money and the guy still eats at Taco Cabana?-- And an empty container of breath mints. You might find out if they're his brand. If not, keep an eye out for someone popping peppermint Tic-Tacs. Oh yeah, and one more thing: A couple short black hairs on the passenger side head rest. Too dark to have come from Charles or any of his brothers." 
 

"Oh, those probably belong to Skye," I said. 
 

"Not these. The color is right, but Skye is what, five feet? Maybe five-one? These strands were deposited thirty seven inches up from the base of the seat, which means that whoever left them there must be in the neighborhood of six feet tall." 
 

"Hm. Someone six feet tall with short black hair who pops Tic-Tacs. Haven't run across anyone like that yet, but I'll keep my eyes open." 
 

"Good. How are things coming on your end?" Drew asked. 
 

"Well, I've tapped into the gossip mill, but I haven't got any dirt on Charles yet. It may take me a couple days to figure out who his confidants are and get close to them." 
 

"Have you had a chance to toss his trailer yet?" 
 

"On my way there now. This is the first free minute I've had all day." 
 

"Fine. Call me if there's any trouble. Otherwise I'll see you tonight for surveillance." 
 

"It's a date," I said, and put the phone back in my pocket. 
 

I exited the staircase onto the bottom level of the garage, where the "trailers" were parked. Each of the stars had a Winnebago to relax in when they weren't on set, and there were also specially fitted trucks for the makeup artists and costumers and props people to work out of. I passed a security guard-- a real one, not an actor-- but since I'd been running errands down here all morning he just waved at me and smiled. 
 

"Hey Susan!" 
 

"Well hey there!" I shouted back. 
 

This was going to be my best chance to break into Charles's trailer, while the cast and crew were all up at lunch. I walked up to the door, and casually looked around to see if anyone was watching me. The security guard was walking away. Good. 
 

The door had a numeric lock, but Charles had given the access code to Skye, and she had passed it along to me. The door opened with a soft click. I stepped inside, and closed it quietly behind me. 
 

The interior was cramped, but neat. A television, a microwave. A picture on the wall with all five brothers in it. They were young, maybe in high school. Another picture, this one of an older woman. Probably the infamous Virginia Rockland. A pile of costumes on the bed. I looked through them, but it was all stuff that belonged to Charles. No starlet leaving behind an incriminating feather boa or anything like that. 
 

A cup of black coffee on the table, cold. There was a lip stick stain on the rim, but it was the dull shade of red that the makeup artists use on all the Rockland brothers. No smoking gun there, either. 
 

A quick sweep of the rest of place found the box of condoms that Charles keeps in a vase next to his bed, a bottle of eucalyptus-scented massage lotion, and a white towel in the bathroom that was embroidered with the Hilton logo. Great. I'd been hoping for something juicier than a stolen hotel towel. 
 

Well, I wasn't out of tricks yet. I'd brought along a couple of "snoopmans", a PI's best friend. They're little digital recorders, about the size of a postage stamp, with enough memory to record twenty four hours worth of conversations. And they're voice activated, so they just record the good stuff, not the hours of empty room tone. And best of all, they have adhesive on the back, so you can stick them almost anywhere. I planted one on the back of a picture, and the other on the underside of the nightstand. I'd come back in a day or two and find out what my little gremlins had overheard. 
 

My work here was done. I did a quick check to make sure that I hadn't left any signs of my search, and then headed for the door. I was just reaching for the knob when I heard footsteps. 
 

Someone was walking up to the trailer. I froze, hoping that whoever it was would keep on going. No such luck. They walked right up to the door, and then started tapping in the access code. 
 

There was barely time to think. Where to hide? 
 

The bathroom? --Great, as long as no one decides to use it. Cause if they did, I'd have to flush myself down the toilet. 
 

Under the bed? --Unfortunately, this was one of those beds that went all the way down to the floor and didn't have an under. 
 

Beneath the table? --Fine, unless they sit down at the table, in which case they'd be using me as a foot rest. 
 

In the end, my feet figured it out before my brain did. I found myself at the front of the Winnebago as the door at the back of it opened. Right. Good thinking feet. I pressed myself into the floor space in front of the driver's seat. Whatever Charles had in mind right now, he probably wasn't going to take this thing out for a spin. 
 

I heard the door close, and then the sound of kissing. A woman's laugh. The squeak of bed springs. A lot of heavy breathing, and the sound of clothing being tossed on the floor. 
 

Carefully, I peaked over the seat. 
 

It was Charles and Skye. I glanced at my watch. 
 

"Oh, come on!" I thought to myself. "You two can't be serious! They start filming again in ten minutes! There's no way..." 
 

But as I watched, I found out how wrong I was. 
 

As the saying goes, "Where there's a will, there's always a way."
 

 
 







Chapter 8:
 Charles
 Thursday, April 24, 1:03 PM

Skye collapsed onto me, her warm body pressing into mine, her sweat mingling with mine. It ran down my stomach in slow moving drops, as we lay there, trying to catch our breath. 
 

Finally, Skye propped her head up on my chest and looked at me. 
 

"Happy you?" she signed with one hand, making the inquisitive face. 
 

"VERY," I signed back, shaking my hand for emphasis. "You not know?" 
 

She smiled, that little elfin smile that first stole my heart. I slipped my other arm out from under her and continued. 
 

"I not know my brain make... C.H.E.M.I.C.A.L.S..." 
 

She laughed and showed me the sign for the word, so that I wouldn't have to spell it out the next time. 
 

"Right... chemicals like that," I finished, rolling my eyes back in an expression of ecstasy. 
 

Skye giggled, and made a sign involving her finger and a hole that even most third graders are familiar with. 
 

"Yes," I signed back. "Sex. I know that one." 
 

She smiled, and showed me another sign, one that I had learned more recently. Literally, it breaks down into two bunnies meeting. 
 

"Yes," I signed. "Very-good-sex. You show me time past." 
 

She smiled again, and this time showed me a sign that I hadn't seen before. 
 

"I not know," I admitted. 
 

She made it again, and I tried to guess. 
 

"Broken legs?" 
 

She clicked her fingers together into an N for "No", and showed me the sign again. 
 

"Frog legs?" I guessed. 
 

"No. No," she signed. "Watch." 
 

She made the sign a third time. 
 

"Bad accident? A.M.P.U.T.A.T.I.O.N.? L.E.P.R.O.S.Y.?" 
 

"No, No, No!" She grabbed my chin with one hand, then signed very slowly with the other. "You watch carefully." 
 

First she made the sign for sex. Then the sign for good, morphing it into a big gesture that took up a lot of room. Then she made the sign that looked like someone's legs falling off. 
 

"Sex so good your legs fall off?" I signed back. 
 

She clapped and lifted a finger to her face in the "on the nose" gesture. I shook my head in disbelief. I'm still getting used to some of the odd quirks of sign language. There are some really weird idioms, and sometimes the same sign can mean several different things. For example, there's one sign that can mean either "blond", "Californian", or "bimbo", depending on how you use it. 
 

"Tell me," I signed to Skye, "who teach you sign sex-so-good-my-legs-fall-off?" 
 

Skye smiled coyly. 
 

"Long story." 
 

Yeah, I'll bet. 
 

"You tell me, time future?" I asked. 
 

"Maybe," she signed. "If you good." 
 

There was a knock on the door. 
 

"Charles? You in there? They need you on the set!" 
 

It was one of the production assistants. I ignored him, hoping that he would go away. Since Skye's visor was lying on the floor next to my pants, I assumed that she wouldn't know. 
 

Wrong. 
 

"Who door?" she asked. 
 

"You know?" 
 

She pointed to my eyes, then to the door, then made the sign for "open book". Dang. It's hard to put anything over on Skye. 
 

She reached over the edge of the bed and fished around in the pile of clothes for her watch. She found mine, looked at it, and then made a big gesture that translates somewhere between "whoops!" and "damn!". 
 

"We're late." 
 

She started to get up, but I pulled her back into bed. She turned and pointed to her wrist, indicating the time. 
 

"You go work now," she signed. 
 

"No." I signed back. "I get half-hour rest after sex-so-good-my-legs-fall-off with pretty plot-coordinator. In my contract." 
 

Skye rolled her eyes. 
 

"Your agent negotiate my contract future time," she signed. 
 

She grabbed her pants and blouse off the floor, and then looked back at me. 
 

"You dress now." 
 

"Five minutes." I signed back. 
 

Skye frowned. 
 

"I go writer meeting now. You work." 
 

"Five minutes," I signed again. 
 

Skye turned her back on me and put on her visor. I moved in behind her and began massaging her shoulders. 
 

She held up one hand and made some fast signs. 
 

"OK. Five. That's it." 
 

She lay on the bed and let me work my way down. By the time I go to the small of her back she was letting out happy little sighs. And then she suddenly rolled over and looked up at me with a concerned expression. She lay there for what seemed like a minute without saying anything, just looking at me. 
 

"Tell me," she finally signed. 
 

"Tell what?" I responded, making the inquisitive face. 
 

"Thing worry you," she signed. 
 

"Why you think I worry?" I shot back. 
 

She put a hand on the back of my neck and traced the line of a muscle that's been tense for almost a week now. 
 

"I know you," she signed with her free hand, and then went to work on the muscle. I relaxed my neck, lowering my head to her chest, and thus conveniently ending the conversation. Or so I thought. A moment later Skye gave me a shove that rolled me right out of bed. 
 

I landed on my back with a thump. Skye stuck her head over the edge of the bed and looked down at me, laughing. 
 

"Oops!" she signed. 
 

"That was no oops," I signed back. 
 

"So you tell me now?" she asked. 
 

"OK." 
 

I pulled myself off the floor and crawled back into bed with her. I looked her in the eyes and gave her the news. 
 

"My mother in Atlanta now." 
 

Skye raised an eyebrow. 
 

"Your mother?" 
 

"Yes. She call many times last few days. Ask me do things with her." 
 

Skye made a facial expression that translates as "So?" 
 

"You not know my mother," I explained. 
 

"No. But I want know. We three eat together?" 
 

"Bad idea," I signed back. 
 

Skye waited for me to explain, but I wasn't sure that I wanted to. The last time my mother and I had shared a meal was a few years back, right after CzechMates got picked up for its second season. Mom had invited the three of us on the show out to a celebratory dinner at the Bison Grill. Bernie and Doug had the good sense to decline, and went off on some double date with a pair of Korean stunt women. But me... you'd think that after all these years I could have seen it coming. But I didn't. I actually thought she wanted to have dinner with me. 
 

I realized that something was up as soon as I saw that she'd reserved an outdoor table. The shutter clicking and flashbulbs started during the appetizers. She'd called the tabloids, given them the name of the restaurant, the time we'd be arriving. The whole evening was nothing but one long photo-op for her. A chance to be seen with one of her famous sons, to remind the world of her celebrity by way of offspring. And I had to sit there and smile all the way through it. 
 

Skye brought me back to the present with a sharp poke to the stomach. 
 

"You make unhappy face," she signed. 
 

"Sorry," I signed back. "Mother, me... complicated." 
 

"Everybody mother complicated," she responded. 
 

Yeah but not like mine. Most people's mothers don't practice the mass-production theory of parenting. 
 

"I want meet her," Skye signed. 
 

I wanted to respond with "When Hell freezes over", but I could tell from Skye's expression that I wasn't going to win this one. If I didn't introduce her, she'd just track down my mother on her own. And there was nothing I could do to stop it. 
 

I have this horrible fear that if Skye meets my mother, she'll begin to see me the way my mother does. And I couldn't stand that. Lately I've begun to realize just how much of my identity is tied up in Skye. Maybe that's love, or maybe it's just some personality disorder of mine. But the fact of the matter is that if I fell off the edge of the world tomorrow, almost no one would notice. After all, there are four more of me waiting in the wings. The show would go on, and who could even tell the difference? 
 

Growing up, my brothers and I had each staked out our own territory. Albert is the independent one, who likes to work alone. Bernie's the Don Juan. Doug's the clown. Eddie is the screw up, who always gets someone to take care of him. And I'm the conciliator, who tries to keep everyone together. But those are just characters, roles we created out of self defense to try and claim a little space of our own. They're arbitrary. Nothing more than a habit. I could just as easily play any of the other parts. Deep down, we're not that different. 
 

Or at least, that's what I thought until I met Skye. 
 

Skye had chosen me. And I still don't know why. Doug asked her out before I did, but she turned him down. Later, Bernie tried to seduce her by pretending to be me, but she saw right through him. For some reason, Skye loves me, just me. She can see something different in me. Something special. And even I don't know what it is. 
 

Skye interrupted my thoughts with another poke to the stomach. 
 

"No more unhappy face," she signed. 
 

"OK," I responded. "No more." 
 

"And I meet your mother?" 
 

"OK. Maybe we eat hotel room. No reporters." 
 

"Good," Sky signed. "I talk nice to her, and you can sign all nasty things about her while we eat. Deal?" 
 

"Deal." 
 

We shook on it, and then Skye searched through the pile of clothes on the floor. She tossed me my pants, and then set to work untying the knot that her bra and my shirt had somehow worked themselves into. When she was done, she turned back to me. 
 

"Your mother. You sure that only thing bother you?" 
 

"Yes," I signed, putting on my most winning smile, "I sure." 
 

And then I kissed her quickly, before she had a chance to study my face. Like I said, it's hard to put much over on Skye. But then, I am a professionally trained liar. 
 

And there are some things she should never get mixed up in.
 

 
 







Chapter 9:
 The Gumshoe
 Thursday, April 24, 2:15 PM

It caught me off guard. I opened the door to my office, took a deep breath, and almost choked. The place smelled like the inside of a perfume bottle. Jen and her incense, again. She must have burned twenty pounds of the stuff last night while she was going over the background data on Charles Rockland. 
 

I opened the windows and turned the ceiling fan on high. I just hoped that the smell wouldn't cling to me this time. It's hard to scare people into giving you information when you smell like potpourri. 
 

I settled in behind my desk, and glanced at the time. Two fifteen PM. Jen and Rockland would be on the Czechmates set for a few more hours. I couldn't do much more on Skye's case until they left. 
 

Well, maybe I could make some progress on our other open case. I called up Jen's notes on the Hastings woman and her new son-in-law. It looked like a pretty simple background check. I read over the transcript of her interview, and then started running down the handful of leads that Jen had highlighted. Don't ask me how she picked them. I've given up trying to figure out how that woman thinks. But I know from experience that whatever logic or intuition or voodoo witchcraft she uses tends to hit pretty close to the mark. 
 

Today, it was right on target. Jen's hunch that the man calling himself "Collin Cartwright" really had gone to Auburn was dead on. I had Sherwin pull the university's yearbooks for 2026 to 2031 and run a comparison against the current photo that we had on Cartwright. That turned up four likely matches, which I looked over myself. I hit pay dirt with a picture of someone named "Collin Bayer". The hair was a little darker, the eyebrows a little heavier and the nose was still original equipment, but this was our guy all right. 
 

OK. So "Collin Cartwright" is really "Collin Bayer". That's one link in the chain. I ran a quick search on the Auburn alumni site to see what our boy had been up to since college. I found an announcement for his marriage to a Miss Brittany Towers back in 2031, but nothing else. 
 

OK. Having the name of his wife opened a few more doors for me. I ran a search for documents mentioning both their names, and turned up their marriage license, a business that they'd owned together in Alabama, and a divorce settlement dated last year in Santa Monica, California. Santa Monica, in turn, led me to the form Collin had filed to legally change his last name. 
 

Hm. It was an interesting background, though not a particularly sinister one. A name change and a prior marriage hardly seemed like the sort of dirt that Ms. Hastings had been worried about. Still, it did suggest a few more places to look. I decided to check up on Collin's ex-wife. The California settlement had been a "no fault" divorce, but maybe I could talk her into spilling some juicy details. 
 

Trouble was, Brittany Tower-Bayer seemed to have fallen off the face of the earth. Her phone had been disconnected a couple years ago, and there was no new number. I couldn't find a current e-mail address. And according to National Demographics, she hadn't hit a web site, made a major purchase, or filled out a warranty card since 2033. I checked for a death certificate, but there was none on file for her. Nor had anyone filled out a missing persons report on her. 
 

It was a puzzle, but I finally tracked her down through the newsites. A couple newspapers in Alabama had run stories about her arrest and trial. According to the reporters, she and Collin had started a business using seed money provided by her parents. It was a memorabilia dealership, of sorts, called Pravda Prints. The couple ran ads in Russian newspapers encouraging little old babushkas to search their attics for Soviet Era posters, which the couple then bought for hard currency. They then turned around and sold the stuff to American collectors, who were getting nostalgic for the "Evil Empire". It had turned out to be quite a profitable little business. 
 

Unfortunately, most of those profits were coming from Russian mobsters eager to do some money laundering. Eventually the Feds caught on. When the FBI examined the company's books, they found that most of the revenue was coming from "phantom sales", in which the object being sold never actually existed, and the only thing changing hands was dirty money for clean. The Feds had pegged Brittany as the mastermind, and cut a deal with Cartwright to turn on his wife. In exchange for testifying against her, and surrendering his share of the company's assets, he managed to get off without doing jail time. Brittany, on the other hand, was doing three years at the Federal Penitentiary down in Mobile. 
 

Now that was a bit more juicy. Jen and I just might earn our fee on this one. The next step was for me to set up a chat with the ex-wife. I figured that since Collin had testified against her at the trial, Brittany must be pretty pissed at him. If she had any dirt on him, she'd probably be in the mood to share it. 
 

I got the number of the prison, and checked on the tele-visitation hours. She was available to take phone calls anytime between three and five. I made a note of it in the case file, and then had Sherwin pull together everything he could on her background: family, where she grew up, what her hobbies were. It's always good to know a little something before you do an interview. 
 

I leaned back and started ploughing through the information on Brittany. But my mind kept wandering, and I found myself re-reading the second paragraph of her bio over and over again. I got up and made myself a cup of Kona. I was probably just tired. I sat back down and tried to tackle the material again. But my mind wanted to go somewhere else. 
 

It wanted to think about Daniel. And not idle, happy thoughts, like remembering his smile or what he looks like with his shirt off. No, this was more like "What the fuck has Daniel gotten himself into?" There was the bliss. There was the arrest. And there was the mysterious new boyfriend. 
 

Last night, I ran a background check on Daniel's new crush, Mr. Vincent Jett. And I'd come up with a complete goose egg. Collin's ex-wife had been a challenge to find, but at least she existed in the system. She had a past. But Vincent was a ghost. He'd never had a driver's license. Never had a credit card. Never opened a bank account. Never filled out a warranty card. Never been arrested. Never registered to vote. Never even bought a damn fishing license. 
 

In other words, "Vincent Jett" was a fabrication, and not a very good one. It was a fake identity so thin that you wouldn't even be able to get a library card with it. So who was "Vincent", really? And why was he using a fake name? And what did all of this have to do with Daniel's arrest? 
 

I tried to make myself stop thinking about it. Daniel was a grownup. He could look out for himself. He had not asked for my help. Whereas Ms. Hastings had. She was even going to pay my partner and I a respectable chunk of money for that help. So back to work. 
 

I turned back to Brittany's bio, and managed to make it as far as the third paragraph. But I found myself staring at my own reflection in the desktop. My eyes. They made me think of the way that Daniel's pupils had been dilated last night. When I was younger, I'd had friends who got involved with heroin. I'd seen what it did to them. 
 

I had a paying case in front of me. But I wasn't going to be able to concentrate on anything until I got this Daniel thing out of my system. The smart thing would be to check up on him, put my fears to rest, and then come back to work with a clear head. 
 

I turned this rather flimsy excuse over in my head a couple of times, and decided that I could live with it. 
 

I had Sherwin dial the number of a friend I have on the force. She answered on the second ring. 
 

"Detective Strand." 
 

"Hey Megan, it's Drew. I was wondering if you could..." 
 

"Drew? Drew who?" 
 

"Drew Parker, of course. How many..." 
 

"Parker? Drew Parker? Hm... Seems like I used to know a Drew Parker. But he stood me up for lunch and never called to reschedule." 
 

"Are we still harping on that, Megan?" 
 

"Hey, one time I can understand. Emergencies come up. But twice? In a row? That's major groveling time, Drew." 
 

"OK, Megan. What did you have in mind?" 
 

"Oh, I think we're into dinner territory now. Your treat. A nice steak... No. Make that lobster. And the real, farm raised kind, not that fake lobster sashimi stuff that they try to push off on you at the ball park." 
 

"Fine, dinner. You're right, I owe you. Happy?" 
 

"Not till I'm at the table and you've actually turned up. But it will do for now. So how's the private sector? Witchy Woman got you into any trouble lately?" 
 

"Jen is fine, if that's what you mean. Look, I'm calling cause I need a favor." 
 

"Big surprise there." 
 

"I'm serious. A friend of mine got arrested last night. I was hoping you could bend the rules a little and tell me what's in the police report." 
 

"Hm. I don't know. Any chance that this friend of yours is gonna find out about it and sue my ass?" 
 

"None whatsoever." 
 

"OK then. But only because we go back. What's the perp's name?" 
 

"Daniel Boone. He was arrested around one in the morning." 
 

"Daniel Boone? Really? Boy, his parents must have an interesting sense of humor." 
 

"Uh... something like that," I muttered. 
 

Actually, Daniel had chosen the name for himself, since his parents hadn't provided him with one. The test for the gay gene had come out the year after he was born. 
 

"All right. Let's see what sort of trouble Mr. Boone has been getting himself into. Hm..." 
 

She paused for a couple seconds as she called up the record. 
 

"OK, got it. Daniel Boone, arrested 12:42 am on Renaissance Parkway between Juniper and Peachtree. Possession of a controlled substance. Posted bail... What exactly are you looking for?" 
 

"I'm not sure. Just give me the highlights." 
 

"Fine. Let me take a second to..." 
 

She mumbled a bit, as she scanned over the rest of the document. 
 

"OK. It looks like your friend was standing on the sidewalk with a group of three other caucasian males when he was spotted by a patrol car. The officer behind the wheel noticed that Mr. Boone had blood on his shoulder, and stopped to see if everything was copacetic. When they got within a foot of him, the drug sniffers on their belts went off. That gave the officers probable cause, so they searched him and found a couple Bliss tablets in his pocket." 
 

"What about the guys that Daniel was with?" 
 

"Uh... sniffer was positive on all three of them for Bliss, but a physical search came up negative. They probably ditched their tablets while the officers were searching your friend. Anyway, the beat cops had no grounds to detain them." 
 

"You mentioned some blood on Daniel. Did they find out the source of that?" 
 

"Let me check... Hm. The report doesn't say anything else about it. And the records don't mention any injuries when he was booked. Either it was a superficial cut that they didn't notice when he was processed, or it wasn't his blood." 
 

"Anything else interesting in the report?" 
 

"No. That's the meat of it." 
 

"OK. Thanks a lot Megan. I'll call you next week about dinner." 
 

"You'd better." 
 

I hung up. 
 

Drug possession. Blood. None of this was making me feel any better. 
 

And what was Daniel doing down on Renaissance Parkway, anyway? That was in the dead zone between the gay ghetto in Midtown and the corporate area in Downtown. 
 

To refresh my memory, I had Sherwin call up a map of the neighborhood. Technically, it was zoned for business, but when I clicked on individual buildings most of them were listed as "between tenants". Years ago, the area had been a sort of artsy cafe district, anchored by three theaters. But with a thousand channels of television, the audience for live theater had dried up, and the theaters had closed. They were replaced by a string of sex shops and adult video stores, which had in turn been driven out of business by the internet. After all, who's gonna walk into a porn store to rent a video when you can download it cheap and anonymous at home? Now, the only businesses that were open on the block where Daniel had been arrested were a liquor store, a soup kitchen, a palm reader, a locksmith, a pawnshop, and one brave little deli that closed down at sunset. 
 

So what was Daniel doing down there at one in the morning? 
 

He could have been on his way to a gig for the escort service, I guess. But Vincent was with Daniel when he was arrested, and why would Vince tag along on a call? Unless Vince was in the business, too, and the client had asked for a three way. That was possible. But then what about the other two guys? And this business with the blood? And besides, there were no apartment buildings or hotels within a couple blocks of that address. So who would have called for his services, anyway? 
 

The location sounded a bit like a pick up area. You know, one of those streets where homeless kids line up to sell themselves to johns who drive by in cars. But that didn't make any sense, either. Daniel is a call boy, which is a couple rungs up the prostitution scale. It's a lot safer, and a lot better paying. There was no way he'd be messing around with the other end of the business. And besides, as far as I know most of the street trade hangs out behind the bars over on Crescent, where it dead ends into the Federal building. 
 

Maybe it was a drug buy. That kind of fit. After all, Daniel did have two Bliss tablets on him when they picked him up. But why would he go all the way down there to buy Bliss? The stuff is readily available at any of the gay bars in his neighborhood, if you know the right people to ask. And Daniel knew the right people. 
 

Which left... nothing that I could think of. 
 

I needed to go take a look at that street for myself. I locked up the office, headed down to the car, and drove the one mile south on Peachtree to Renaissance Parkway. 
 

Seeing the neighborhood first hand did not improve my opinion of it. The buildings and the business were exactly as Sherwin had described, but his database had failed to capture the smell: urine, and trash, and the reek of homeless people. I parked the car, and walked around the corner to the spot where the police had arrested Daniel. There had to be something that would explain why he had come down here in the middle of the night. But whatever it was, I couldn't see it. 
 

I did a more careful sweep of the area. There was nothing on the sidewalk besides old cigarette butts, so I moved onto the parking lot. I found a Bliss tablet lodged in a crack in the cement, some smashed crack vials, and more used hypodermic needles that I care to think about. No big surprise there. But I did find one thing that I didn't expect. 
 

I spotted it glinting in the sunlight, next to an old metal drum. I bent over and picked it up, very carefully. It was a disposable razor blade, crusted with blood. A lot of blood. And it wasn't alone. When I glanced in the drum, I saw about forty more just like it. 
 

I went back to the car. 
 

Oh yeah, Drew. This is really gonna help your concentration. Just a quick look into Daniel's business. That's gonna stop your worrying.
 

 
 







Chapter 10:
 The Gumshoe
 Thursday April 24, 4:15 PM
 

Back in the car, I tried to sort things out. The more I learned about this mess with Daniel, the less I liked it. A drug arrest, bloody razor blades, and a boyfriend using a fake name. There was no way this added up to something warm and fluffy. 
 

A little voice in the back of my head tried to tell me to calm down. 
 

"Daniel is not some naive little kid," it said. "He's been around the block more than once, and he can take care of himself. Don't panic and do something stupid." 
 

The voice was probably right. But then, they have a word for people who listen to little voices in their heads. 
 

I told Sherwin to dial the number. 
 

"Hello?" Daniel answered, breathing heavily. 
 

"Uh... hi. It's Drew. Am I interrupting something?" 
 

"Nah, just kicking a soccer ball around with some friends. HEADS UP!" 
 

"Where are you, Piedmont Park?" 
 

"Yep. You wanna come play? You can be on my team." 
 

"Let me guess: shirts vs. skins, and you're skins. Right?" 
 

"How'd you know?" 
 

"I'm psychic. By the way, is Vince there with you?" 
 

"Oh yeah. You should see him in soccer shorts." 
 

"I'm sure he's a sight. I was actually calling to see if you guys have plans for tonight. I've got a job, and I might need a couple of cute faces to distract someone for a while." 
 

"Uh... not tonight. We've got a gig." 
 

"Really? Booked this far in advance? Must be something special." 
 

"Yeah. It's a little kinky. Sort of a long term arrangement we're working on. But I really can't talk about it." 
 

"Hey, you don't have to explain client confidentiality to me." 
 

"Great. By the way, thanks again for bailing me out last night. I've scraped together most of what I owe you for the lawyer and all. Can you wait a couple days for the rest?" 
 

"Sure. I know that you're good for it. So how much longer are you boys gonna be down at the park?" 
 

"I don't know. Maybe another hour. You gonna make it?" 
 

"Uh... I've got an errand that I need to run first. But I'll try to get there." 
 

"Cool. Just remember, I've got dibs on you for my team." "
 

I'll remember." 
 

"OK. Take care of yourself Drew." 
 

"You too Daniel." 
 

I hung up, and thought about my next move. I took a few seconds to remind myself just how much trouble I would be in if I got caught doing what I was about to do. I forced myself to imagine getting arrested, losing my license, doing jail time. When all that failed to dissuade me, I started the car and drove north to Vince's apartment. 
 

It was on twelfth street, a couple blocks from where the road dead ends into the park. One in a series of little two story brick apartment buildings that had been thrown up back in the twentieth century. It was cheap housing, borderline respectable. A lot of students and people who call themselves "artists" while they wait tables. 
 

I drove past it and parked around the corner. I popped the trunk, and got out my nondescript brown shirt and brown cap, along with a satchel of nondescript brown parcels and a clip board. Thus disguised, I made my way down the street. 
 

I got to Vince's building, and studied it for a moment. It took me a few seconds to remember which door Daniel had run up to when I dropped him off this morning. A woman came out of one of the apartments and walked to her car. I glanced down at the clipboard's screen, as if looking for an address. She ignored me, got in her car, and drove away. 
 

Which left just me, Vince's apartment door, an empty parking lot... and a street full of passing traffic with a clear view of the building. What was I thinking? I must have some major brain damage to even consider breaking into a building like this in broad daylight. Oh well. I had been up all night. Maybe I could plead sleep deprivation at my trial. 
 

I knocked on Vince's door, loudly. Once. Twice. No answer. If he had a roommate, the guy was in a coma. I moved in closer to the door, and adjusted the satchel so that it blocked the view of my hands from the street. 
 

"OK, Sherwin. You know the drill." 
 

"All right," my agent program muttered with a sigh. "And one, two, three..." 
 

I was through the lock before Sherwin got to nine. It was close to my personal best. But then, this was an old lock with no security system to bypass, so it didn't really count. I stepped inside and shut the door behind me softly. Hopefully, no one on the street had called the police about my little breaking and entering act. But then, I wouldn't know for sure until the flashing blue lights pulled up outside. 
 

Best to be quick about this. 
 

Inside, Vincent's apartment was dark and cool. The shades were drawn, and a little window unit rattled from the bathroom. The place was a one-room efficiency, and the furniture was all inexpensive plywood stuff with the same color veneer. Institutional furniture, it had probably come with the apartment. There were a couple posters of shirtless soccer players up on the wall, and a picture of Daniel taped to the refrigerator, but that was it as far as personal touches. There was nothing on top of the dresser or the night stand. No pictures of family or friends. None of those little toys or souvenirs that invariably accumulate on horizontal surfaces, as people give you things that you don't really want but can't quite bring yourself to throw out, either. All in all, the place felt strangely unlived in. 
 

A check of the kitchen nook turned up the fact that Vincent didn't do much cooking. There were no pots or pans, and the freezer was chock full of frozen dinners. He had exactly four knives, four forks, and four spoons. And about twenty sets of unused chopsticks from "Red Square", the Chinese take out place down on Tenth Street. 
 

The bathroom was a little more interesting, more for what was missing that for what was there. Vince had a toothbrush and toothpaste, mouthwash, deodorant, an electric razor, cologne, and styling mousse. But there were no half-empty bottles of aspirin or decongestant, no thermometer or packages of antacid. All the little things that you don't think of buying until you get sick, but that stay in your medicine cabinet for years afterward. So either Vince was such a paragon of health that he never even got a cold, or he hadn't been living in this apartment for long. It also made me think that he'd had to leave his previous digs in a hurry. I mean, who doesn't bother to take their aspirin with them when they move? 
 

The contents of the closet tended to back up that theory. Our boy Vincent had a broad selection of clothing: silk shirts, soccer shorts, velvet tights, jeans. But everything was new. Not a single item looked like it had more than a month or two worth of wear on it. 
 

So he'd left all his clothes behind when he moved, too? Vince was definitely on the run from something. 
 

I went through the drawers of his dresser next, which turned up nothing but some socks and some designer underwear. What I really wanted to find was a document, a piece of identification, something that would connect me to his past, to his real name. I mean, he had to keep something, right? 
 

There was a monitor hanging on the wall, slowly morphing through pictures of guys lifting weights, but there was no computer or hard drive attached to it. No place that Vince could be keeping digital files I checked behind the monitor, in case he'd taped something to the back. But there was nothing there. I tried digging around the cushions of his couch. No dice. That only left the bed. 
 

Well, it wasn't the most inventive hiding place, but I gave it a shot. Underneath I found a pair of dress shoes, three hard copy porn magazines, a box of condoms, a bottle of lube... and a plastic bag with twenty Bliss tablets in it. I took them into the kitchen to look at them under the light. Sure enough, they all had tiny brown streaks running through them, the telltale sign that heroin had been added. So, Vince was definitely the source behind Daniel's new drug habit. I was tempted to flush the pills, but I had a hunch that Vince would be able to get his hands on more of them without too much trouble. Destroying his stash would just tip him off that someone had been snooping around his apartment. 
 

It would have been more fun to mention the tablets to some friends of mine on the force. Let the police take an interest in Vincent and figure out who he is. But getting anyone to file a search warrant on something as measly as possession would be an uphill fight. And once I got the police involved there would be no getting rid of them. I didn't want to do that until I knew exactly what was going on and how deeply Daniel was involved in it. 
 

Reluctantly, I put the bag of pills back under the bed. I opened the box of condoms, but the contents were exactly as described on the label. No mysterious safety deposit box key, no hidden memory chip. Hm. I was running out of places to look. I tried lifting the mattress, in case Vince was hiding something between it and the bedsprings. And that's where I found the brown 9 x 11 envelope. Bingo. 
 

I opened the envelope quickly, expecting this to be the place were "Vince" had stashed his former identity. Driver's license, birth certificate, credit cards. All the things that he'd need if he ever wanted to go back to his old name. 
 

Instead, what I found was a sheaf of papers with men's pictures stapled to them. 
 

Huh? 
 

I leafed through them. It appeared to be a stack of biographical profiles, or maybe background checks. A picture of a guy, his birthday, and then a surprisingly detailed write up about his habits and what he did for a living. The guys in the pictures were all young and cute. And one of them was Daniel. 
 

I sat down on the couch and took a closer look. There was something funny about the pictures. The guys all looked kind of the same. The hair and eye colors varied. But they were all about the same age, and they all had the same general features. 
 

I sorted through the attached documents. I didn't have time to read them all, but a few details stuck out. First, the reports were all dated March 12, a good week or so before Vince and Daniel ever met. Secondly, all the guys had the same birthday, Dec 5. Thirdly, the boys had all grown up in the camps. And lastly, the pages were all on Global Investigations letterhead. 
 

What the fuck was Vincent up to? 
 

I glanced at my watch. Daniel had said that the two of them would be at the park for another hour, but I didn't want to cut it too close. On the other hand, I couldn't very well leave this information behind, either. I got my camera out of the satchel, laid the documents out on the bed, and snapped pictures of them as quickly as I could. 
 

Suddenly, I heard footsteps outside the door, and I almost jumped out of my skin. But they continued walking on past and went into another apartment. I managed to steady my hand and finish taking the pictures. Then I stuffed everything back into the envelope, replaced it under the mattress, and got out of that apartment as fast as I could. I forced myself to stay calm as I closed the door behind me, and to keep my pace slow and casual as I crossed the parking lot. No one stopped me. Finally safe, I walked around the block to my car --the long way, so that I wouldn't risk running into Daniel and Vince on their way back from the park-- ditched the brown shirt and cap, and drove back to my office. 
 

Somewhere along the way, I remembered to start breathing again.
 

 
 







Chapter 11:
 The Psychic
 Thursday, April 24, 10:22 PM

Charles was ahead of me, only twenty feet away. I didn't like getting this close to him, but it was the only way that I could stay in range of the other guy tailing him. The clown was some sort of cyber-paparazzi, about as subtle as a tyrannosaurus in tap shoes, and dressed like a walking surveillance station: a shirt with a keyboard built into the left sleeve, a helmet with earphones and a data display over one eye, and a combination rifle mike and video recorder in his right hand. Oh yeah, and black vinyl pants. I was gonna make him pay for those. 
 

I'd been following this geek for about a block, waiting for my chance. Finally, Charles turned a corner, and we were out of his field of vision for a few seconds. Moving quickly, I grabbed the tube out of my pocket and threw myself on the paparazzi. 
 

"Christophe!" I shrieked, in my best soap-opera French accent. "It's me! Simone!" 
 

I planted a big wet one on the guy as I squeezed the tube and backed him into a street lamp. It took him a few critical seconds to recover his wits, and by then it was too late. 
 

"Uh... lady, my name is not Christophe." 
 

"That's OK," I said, wiping my lip with my sleeve, "mine's not Simone." 
 

I turned away and started after Charles, but I couldn't resist just one peak back over my shoulder. Geek Boy was frantically trying to follow me, and slowly coming to the realization that his pants were now permanently bonded to the street lamp. 
 

Ah, there are days when I love this job. I put the tube back in my pocket, and sang an impromptu little ditty.
 

 

"Oh, a kiss on the street may see quite accidental,
 

But Crazy Glue's a girl's best friend!
 

It bonds tacky pants to surfaces of metal,
 

Yes, Crazy Glue's a girl's best..." 
 

 

A voice in my ear interrupted me. 
 

"I take it from the musical interlude that you've neutralized the guy with the rifle mic?" asked Drew. 
 

"Oh yeah," I said, checking to make sure that my throat mike hadn't come loose during the scuffle. "I'm just sorry that I can't stick around to watch him try and wiggle out of that situation." 
 

"Whatever. Let's just hope that he was the last of them." 
 

"I hear you. Who'd have thought that there were so many paparazzi in Atlanta? Think we could talk the fish and game department into opening up a short season on them? Just to thin out their numbers?" 
 

"You start the petition, I'll sign it. Now have you got Charles in sight?" 
 

"Just a second," I said, as I got to the corner. "Yeah, he's turned east on 14th. He's about a third of the way down the block." 
 

"Great. Keep an eye on him from there, and I'll pick him up at the next intersection." 
 

"It's a done deal," I said, as I watched our quarry moving away. 
 

Charles had left his hotel half an hour before, driven ten blocks north and then ditched his car at a lot in Midtown and taken off on foot. He was dressed in a black silk shirt, black linen pants, and an expensive set of leather shoes. That and the moussed coif made me pretty sure that he was not on his way to the gym. Drew and I had set up a two man surveillance pattern on him, swapping off periodically so that Charles wouldn't see the same face following him all the time. 
 

Unfortunately, no one had ever bothered to teach such tactics to the Paparazzi. So while Drew and I were bending over backward to keep a low profile, these guys were practically nipping at his heels. At one point, Charles had four photographers and a trio of lovestruck teenage girls in tow. 
 

Now, normally I'm a live and let live person. If somebody wants to try and make a living by snapping photos of celebrities, who am I to sit in judgment? But all the attention was spooking Charlie boy something fierce, and he was trying all sorts of crazy amateur stunts to lose them. Like running into restaurants and asking if they had a back door. Anyway, it was pretty clear that Charles wasn't going to go do whatever it was that he was dressed up to do until he thought that no one was looking. And frankly, Drew and I were getting kind of tired of the whole Keystone Cops spectacle. So we'd decided to step in. For the last few blocks, I'd been leaving a trail of paparazzi crazy glued to various Atlanta landmarks. Hopefully, Charles just thought that his pursuers were getting tired or losing interest. 
 

Our target reached the next corner and continued on straight. A moment later, Drew called in to confirm contact. 
 

"Got him," Drew said. "I've snagged a parking place on the far side of the street that will let me keep him in view for the rest of the block. Can you circle around fast enough to make the next intersection before he does?" 
 

"Oh sure," I said, gritting my teeth. "Good thing I wore my sensible shoes." 
 

I coaxed my tired legs into a jog, and set about covering the four blocks it would take me to circle around Charles and beat him to Piedmont Avenue. There has got to be an easier way to do this job. 
 

Logically, of course, I understand the need to have one agent on foot and the other one in a car: You've gotta have the agent on foot in case the target ducks into the subway or through a pedestrian mall. And you gotta have the one in a car in case the guy hails a taxi. --I have learned the hard way that the line "Follow that Cab" gets you nothing but a blank stare from Ukrainian taxi drivers. 
 

What I did not understand was how I had ended up being the "foot" part of this equation. After all, I'd spend the whole day running up and down stairs for Veronica the slave driving production coordinator. And yet somehow, I'd agreed to let Drew cruise around in my car tonight, while I went sprinting all over the city chasing after Charles. If I didn't know better, I'd swear that Drew had cast some sort of spell on me. I guess I must have taken pity on him, because he looked like he hadn't slept in a couple of days. Me and my soft heart. 
 

Well, at least it was a nice night for a jog. It was one of the first warm evenings we'd had this year, and the city was all hyped up on that "first day of spring" energy. Folks out walking their dogs. College kids hopping coffee shops. Young daredevils doing skateboard tricks on the sidewalk. Piedmont Avenue runs along the side of the park, and a breeze was stirring up all the green smells of a spring night. Grass, and honeysuckle, and the promise of summer. 
 

I made it to the intersection with 14th ahead of Charles, and staked out a position at the edge of a fake British pub with a big outdoor patio, figuring the crowd would buy me some cover. I barely had time to catch my breath and down a few peanuts before Charles reached the intersection as well. He looked back over his shoulder for the tail that I had so thoughtfully removed, then crossed the street and walked into the darkness of the park. 
 

"Shit!" I whispered into my throat mike as I scrambled to follow. "He's going into the park." 
 

"This time of night? He's braver than I thought." 
 

"Great, I'll pin a medal on his chest when I catch him." 
 

"Can you keep him in sight?" 
 

"I'm trying, I'm trying!" I said, as I sprinted across the street. 
 

"Do what you can," Drew said. "I'll drive around and see if I can pick him up when he comes out the far side." 
 

"Good luck." 
 

I reached the sidewalk, jumped the low chain that marks the edge of the park, and landed in the grass. I made it all of ten feet before the trees screened out the streetlights and I was in pitch blackness. Biting my tongue, I counted the seconds as I waited for my eyes to adjust. 
 

1, 2, 3. Charles was getting further away with every second. And I was still blind. 
 

6,7,8. The first thing I could see were momentary flickers of silver, moonlight filtering through the trees. 
 

15,16,17. I could make out the sparkling gray of the leaf canopy and the black outlines of branches. 
 

21,22,23. My eyes found the critical difference between the pitch black silhouettes of the trees around me, and the deep blue of the world beyond them. I set off, moving as quietly as I could and as quickly as I dared. 
 

I had no idea which way Charles had gone. So I just plowed straight ahead, towards the center of the park. I climbed a small hill, and then skirted the edge of a playground bathed in moonlight. But there was no sign of my quarry. He could be anywhere by now. 
 

OK. Time for a different approach. I knelt and pressed my palms to the earth. I reached out, feeling the endless power of the Mother, and drew some of it up into myself. I exhaled, feeling my connection to the air around me, the wind which breathes life into the world. In answer, a breeze came up, stirring my hair. I turned off my throat mike. 
 

"The night is my ally," I whispered. "The darkness is my friend. I call it to me, that it may whisper its secrets." 
 

I emptied my mind, waiting for an answer. Waiting.... Waiting... 
 

And then it finally came. Off to my right, the sound of hard-soled shoes hitting concrete. I took off in pursuit of it. No longer hesitant and stumbling in the dark, but swimming through the night like a shark. 
 

It only took me a moment to find the paved footpath. It ran like a tunnel through the trees. Moonlight found its way in here and there, landing in pools like rain. Ahead, I saw a man walking quickly away. I followed him, silent as a shadow. 
 

It was just like capture the flag when I was a kid. Sneaking around the woods after dark, my footsteps light as mist on the ground. Sometimes I could see him outlined in moonlight, sometimes I could only follow him by the click of his shoes on the pavement. 
 

He took the path down to the lake, and then circled it slowly, stopping frequently. He was looking for something. I moved in closer, wanting to know what it was. So close that I could have reached out and touched him. And still he didn't know I was there. 
 

Suddenly, he seemed to find what he was looking for. He stepped off the path, and pushed his way through some bushes. I slipped over to the spot where he had disappeared, and listened. He'd stopped. There was no more crashing of bushes. But I could hear his breathing. Heavy breathing. Then the soft sound of a kiss. Lips on flesh. A gasp. The rustling of clothes being hastily removed. 
 

So Charlie Boy was gonna have his rendezvous right here in the park? Jeez, you'd think that someone with all his money could at least spring for a motel room. Well, time to find out who his mystery date was. Poor Skye. I was not looking forward to breaking this to her. 
 

I had a small video-recorder in my pocket, but I hadn't brought the night vision attachment. Luckily, I also had one of my little spy cameras with a high speed flash. What the heck. I wasn't feeling particularly subtle, anyway. 
 

I shoved my way through the bushes. 
 

"Nice night, eh Charles?" I said. 
 

The first flash went off and I saw a pair of male bodies. 
 

Holy shit. 
 

Then the second flash went off, and I saw a pair of surprised men's faces looking in my direction. A pair of men's faces that I had never seen before in my life. 
 

"Uh... oops. Sorry boys. As you were." 
 

I backed out through the bushes. My night vision was thoroughly screwed again, but I stumbled along the path for a few feet, trying to put some distance between me and... whoever those two naked guys were. 
 

I found a bench, sat down on it, and turned my throat mic back on. 
 

"So tell me Drew-- is this park by any chance a gay pickup zone?" 
 

"Oh yeah," Drew said. "I thought you knew." 
 

"They must have left it out of the tourist brochures. Anyway, I lost Charlie. Confusion in the dark. Way too many hunky men wandering around this park at night." 
 

"That's OK, I think I've found what he's heading for. There's a limo parked down on Dutch Valley, where it dead ends into the east end of the park." 
 

"That's got to be him!" I said. "Why else would a limo be there?" 
 

"My thinking. How fast can you get here?" 
 

"Fast enough," I said. 
 

"Good, I'm a block up the street from them, in the parking lot for an animal clinic." 
 

"On my way!" I took a second to get my bearings, then ran off through the darkness in the direction of Dutch Valley. Around the lake. Up the road. Across the soccer field. 
 

"Wait a second," Drew said. "I see him coming." 
 

"Not yet! I'm almost there!" 
 

I went into a full sprint, not wanting to be left behind. I reached out, trusting the night to guide me. I raced through the darkness like a deer. My feet flying over the ground. My body one with the night. My breath one with the... 
 

THUD 
 

...ground. A root caught my foot and I went face down into the turf. Mother Nature's way of keeping me humble, I guess. I stood up, spit the grass out of my mouth, and resumed my previous course. A little slower, this time. 
 

The limo was still there when I got to the edge of the park. One of those oversized stretch jobs that you could fit an entire high school marching band into, if that was your thing. I circled around it and made my way up the street to the animal clinic. I found my midnight blue Vesta parked under a tree in a corner of the lot. Drew was sitting behind the wheel, with a pair of binoculars around his neck and a rifle mic pointing out the window. I climbed in the passenger side. 
 

"You made good time," he said, glancing in my direction. "Can't say that I like the new herbal makeup, though." 
 

I rubbed a grass stain off my face and grabbed the binoculars away from him. I looked over the limo, but the windows were dark and I couldn't see anything. I tried boosting the optical gain. That brought out some details in the shadows around the vehicle, but still wouldn't let me see what was going on inside it. 
 

"So where's Charles?" I asked. "Did he get in the limo?" 
 

"Yeah. A couple of times." 
 

"A couple...? Oh. One of the other clones is here?" 
 

"Yep. Remind me not to take cases involving five identical brothers again." 
 

"But why would he be going through all this just to meet with one of his brothers? They can talk anytime." 
 

"You tell me. You're the expert on these boys." 
 

I racked my brain, but I couldn't think of any reason that made sense. 
 

"Well what are they talking about?" I asked. 
 

Drew shrugged. 
 

"No idea. The limo's soundproofed. I caught a snatch of conversation when the second clone arrived and the door opened, but nothing too interesting. Just "Hello, how was the walk over" kind of stuff. 
 

I caught a glimpse of something moving in the darkness beyond the limo. I bumped up the gain on the binoculars another couple of notches. And saw another one of the Rocklands. 
 

"And here comes another one," I said. "What are they all up to?" 
 

"I don't know," Drew answered. "Some sort of top secret family reunion?" 
 

The third clone reached the limo, and the door opened to let him in. Drew's rifle mic picked up another fragment of conversation. 
 

"...he is. Hey Doug! Any trouble getting here?" 
 

"Nah. I slipped out the..." 
 

The door closed, and we lost the rest. A second later the limo fired up its engine, flipped on its headlights, and started moving. 
 

Drew and I ducked down as it passed us. We let it get down the street and around the corner before Drew turned on the Vesta and took off after them. He caught the limo again heading south on Monroe, and settled into a nice tailing position, keeping a couple of cars between us and it. Great thing about a limo is that it's a big target, easy to keep in sight. 
 

We paced it for three miles, as it drove into downtown Atlanta, and finally stopped in front of the Omni Hotel. A chauffeur, Asian and in his fifties, got out and walked into the lobby. Drew picked up the rifle mic, and I grabbed the good camera with the telephoto lens off the back seat. 
 

The chauffeur returned a moment later, and held the door for a woman: attractive, blond, late thirties, and wearing an expensive dress. I mean a really expensive dress. It was one of those numbers with the "smart beads" that you can program to change colors. Right now it was running a waterfall pattern. Ripples of blue and white running down her body, accentuating her curves. I already hated her. I managed to snap three photos as she sprinted from the lobby and dove into the back seat. Drew's rifle mic picked up giggling as the door slammed. 
 

The limo started moving again, heading north this time, and we resumed our tailing position. I called up the photos of the woman on my palmtop and had a look at them. 
 

"Did you get a decent face shot?" Drew asked. "
 

Yeah. Just one. She turned her head for a second while she was running down the stairs." 
 

"Who is she? Someone from the show?" 
 

I shook my head. 
 

"Not that I recognize." 
 

"Well, we can try running her picture by the desk clerk at the Omni. See if he'll give us her name in exchange for a few bucks. A woman in a dress like that should be easy to remember." 
 

The limo continued north, through Midtown, then up "Sin Street"-- Cheshirebridge, where all the low rent strip clubs and "lingerie modeling" shops are located. Finally, it turned down a side street and parked in front of an old strip mall that had been converted into one of the "IN" nightclubs, The Masque. It was one of those mixed clubs, where trendiness supersedes any particular sexual orientation. 
 

It was also where Brian Davis had taken me on our third date. 
 

The limo driver got out and held the door open. The woman in the pricey dress stepped out wearing a feathered mask. She was followed by the three brothers: One in a wolf mask, one in a horse mask, and one wearing a hawk mask. 
 

"Of course," I said. "It makes sense. This is the only place in town that they can go out dancing and not be recognized." 
 

The foursome confidently skipped the long line of patrons waiting to get in and went straight to the doorman. He gave them a quick glance and then waved them through. Even without knowing exactly who they were, a limo, a ten thousand dollar dress, and designer silk shirts all added up to "big spenders." 
 

Drew and I looked at each other. 
 

"How do you want to play it?" I asked. 
 

"I'm not sure. You ever been in this place?" 
 

"Uh... yeah," I admitted. "Once." 
 

"Think we can get in?" 
 

I looked at Drew. Jeans and a white T-shirt. That was not gonna cut it. And my outfit wasn't much better. After all, the whole idea when you're tailing someone is to wear an ensemble that won't get you noticed. 
 

Then an idea occurred to me. 
 

"Hm. I think we can. But it will take a little work."
 



 
 







Chapter 12:
 The Psychic 
Thursday, April 24, 11:07 PM

While Drew went to slap a tracker on the limo, I rummaged through the clothes I had in the trunk. I keep a wide variety of stuff back there, since you never know what you'll need on a stakeout. By the time Drew came back, I had on a black leather miniskirt, spiked heels, a ruffled pirate shirt and a top hat. Unfortunately, I didn't have a mask in the trunk. But necessity is the mother of invention. I found an eyebrow pencil, and used it to draw a black domino mask on my face. 
 

Drew gave me a skeptical look. 
 

"Don't laugh," I said. "Because you're next." 
 

I looked him over. White T-shirt and jeans. Not a lot to work with. 
 

"OK. First off, lose the shirt." 
 

Drew rolled his eyes, but grudgingly complied. Luckily, he's got more of that vain gay gym-boy thing going than he'd care to admit. 
 

"I don't have much in the trunk that will fit you," I said, reaching in to get the spiked collar and leash. "So this will have to do." 
 

Drew took the collar but didn't put it on. 
 

"May I ask why you...?" he started to ask something, then thought better of it. "Never mind. I really don't want to know." 
 

He put the collar on, and then I went to work on his face, drawing a domino mask to match mine. I finished, and took a look at my handiwork. 
 

"You know Drew, you make a pretty convincing love slave. Ever thought about..." 
 

"About how I'm going to make you pay for this later? Yeah, I'm working on it." 
 

We walked over to the club and waited in line. The woman ahead of us had on a tuxedo and Groucho Marx glasses, and behind us were two buff guys in velvet leggings and vests. One of them had on a moon mask and the other one had on the sun. When we finally got to the front of the line, the doorman gave Drew and I a funny look, like he wasn't sure that our costumes were quite up to snuff. To seal the deal, Drew started growling and barking at him. 
 

I yanked hard on the leash, pulling him back. 
 

"Bad dog!" I said, in my best campy Marlene Dietrich German accent. "You must forgive my little love puppy. Some days he doesn't want to play nice." 
 

That put us over the top. The doorman waved us through, and inside a guy at the cash register charged us a whopping forty bucks a piece for cover. I tried to talk him down, explaining that Drew was a seeing-eye dog and shouldn't be charged admission, but the guy wouldn't buy it. Oh, well. It comes under the "plus expenses" clause of our agreement with Skye. 
 

Finally, we were admitted, and pushed our way through the strips of hanging fabric into the Blue Room. Drew stopped dead in his tracks, trying to take it all in. Can't say I blame him. It makes quite an impression on you, the first time. 
 

Blue eyed bartenders in blue uniforms poured drinks into cobalt blue glasses on a blue tiled bar. The light in the room came from a series of -- you guessed it-- blue stained glass windows with lights behind them, depicting blue birds and blue skies. 
 

I looked around for our three Rockland clones and their mystery woman, but I didn't see them anywhere. Drew was still blinking and trying to get his bearings, so I gave his leash a little tug. 
 

"Come on rover. I don't see our boys in here. Let's try the next room." 
 

We pushed our way through the crowd and into the Purple Room. Here, the stained glass depicted grapes and satyrs, and some big hairy guy that I think was supposed to be Bacchus. A pair of tinted spotlights lit up a disco ball, which rained shards of purple light down on the dance floor. Even this early, it was packed. The speakers were blasting a song by that prefab boy band that does covers of Romantic poets. Xanadu, that was the name of this number. 
 

Beware! Beware!

 

Her flashing eyes, her flashing hair!

 

The crowd and the crazy lighting made looking for our targets a tricky proposition. I pulled Drew out onto the floor, and we navigated our way around sweaty dancers for ten minutes without catching sight of them. Oh well. On with the tour. 
 

The next room was, thankfully, a quiet zone. The decor was retro-techno, and the light came from a series of antique computer monitors flashing random streams of numbers in phosphorescent green. Even more than the other rooms, the light here gave everyone a weird, otherworldly look. There were some tables where groups were sitting with drinks, but not our four masketeers. We pressed on. 
 

The Orange Room was small, and the light came from a series of spotlights shining down on boxes with go-go dancers on them. A woman with obviously fake breasts wearing a tiger mask. A burly body builder in a Bat Man cowl. An anorexic little waif hiding her face behind a veil. And one rather fetching young man in a gargoyle mask, who was demonstrating a truly impressive degree of flexibility and balance. While I watched, he boosted himself into a handstand, and then curled back down and held his legs out in a seated press. 
 

I couldn't resist. I went over to his box and swiped my cash card through the reader, punching up a five dollar tip. 
 

"Thanks," he said. 
 

"No, thank you," I said. "So you a gymnast or something?" 
 

The dancer laughed, and his legs shook, as he tried to maintain the press. 
 

"Or something," he said, but before he could explain further, Drew tapped me on the shoulder and pointed out a familiar party of four vanishing around the corner into the next room. 
 

"Lousy timing," I muttered under my breath. I got a last eyeful of gargoyle boy, and headed after our quarry. 
 

The next room over was another quiet area, the White Room. Everything done in ivory tile and porcelain. Two of the Rockland boys, Wolf mask and Hawk, had grabbed a table with the mystery woman, and looked to be getting pretty cozy with her. The third, Horse, was grabbing drinks for them from the water bar. 
 

Drew snagged a table across the room from them, and I went to get us a couple of Saratogas with a raspberry twist. We lingered over our glasses of pricey H2O, pretending to flirt with each other, and surreptitiously keeping an eye on the woman in the waterfall dress. If the Rockland boys were any indication, she must have been darn near the most fascinating conversationalist on the planet. They were all leaning in to hear what she said, and every time she finished a sentence all three of them broke out laughing. 
 

They downed their expensive water over the course of a few minutes, and then continued on into the next section of the club, the Violet Room. This was the back dance floor, smaller than the one out front, lit by black lights. The music was edgier here, more primal, and it only took the boys a couple of minutes to lose their shirts. The woman moved between them, taking turns with each. Their bodies pressing against hers. Their hands on her hips. Her hands on their backs, their chests, their arms. 
 

I felt my face getting hot, and my anger started to get the better of me. What the fuck was Charles doing? I'd seen him with Skye. They had something good together. And she was absolutely crazy about him. So why was he throwing it all away for some bleached blond in an expensive dress? Are men just terminally stupid, or what? 
 

The foursome retired from the dance floor, and moved on to the last room, the Black Room. Also known as "the make out room". Black velvet drapes hung from the walls, a big grandfather clock stood in the corner, and black couches were pushed together into mosh pits. The only illumination came from some candles behind a set of red glass windows, and they threw a weak bloody light over everything. 
 

Drew and I pretended to neck by the clock, while the foursome staked out one of the sofas. It began with a not-so-innocent massage --Horse mask rubbing her feet, Hawk mask working on her shoulders, Wolf carrying the conversation-- that quickly moved from a PG rating, to PG-13, and then to R. Nothing that would actually get you busted for public indecency, but a few things that were pushing the envelope. 
 

I decided that when this case over, I was gonna throw in a special whammy on Charles for free. Something very educational.
 

 
 







Chapter 13:
 The Gumshoe
 Friday April 25, 1:41 AM

It was a strange night. Cool and clear, and oddly alive. Beautiful, I guess, if you were into the whole fairy tale thing. Silver clouds made faces at me as they drifted by on the wind. The shadows of trees pointed at me as I walked passed, and whispered dark secrets to each other. A little whirlwind swept up some grass clippings, and for a second they danced in the shape of a young girl. 
 

Sleep deprivation will do some freaky things to your perceptions. 
 

It had started to catch up with me at the Masque. All the weird lighting, the funky costumes. It was easy for reality to slip through my fingers, just a little. Figures in stained glass windows that seemed to move. Little faeries that appeared in the flickers of light from the disco balls. A winged snake rising like steam from the body of a sweating dancer. And in the black room, darkness that seemed to flow like water along the black velvet drapes, wrapping itself around people, revealing animal faces, and the bodies of things half human and half beast. 
 

Eventually, the Rocklands and their blond paramour got up and left the club. Jen and I had followed them back to their limo, which drove south for a while and then took up a holding pattern, circling the park over and over and over again. It didn't take a genius to figure out what the four of them were doing in there. --Ok, maybe someone who's really good at geometry, but not a genius.-- But there was a big difference between us knowing it and us having the proof to take back to our client. For the life of me, I couldn't figure out a way to get video footage from inside a moving limo. I mean, a hotel room is easy. You can slip a fiber optic snake under the door, bribe a maid to lend you her pass key, all kinds of things. But a moving target with tinted windows? I was stumped. 
 

Jen was a little more determined. She'd sunk her teeth into this case, and would not let go. While we drove around in circles following the limo, she laid out out one of her patented crazy schemes. Now, in fairness, Jen actually has about a thirty percent success rate when it comes to doing the impossible. However, listening to this plan, I was pretty sure that it fell into the other seventy. Among other things, I don't think a conventional glass cutter will even work on that bullet proof stuff they use in limos. And Jen didn't actually have a skateboard in her trunk, so we couldn't have tried it even if we wanted to. 
 

After an hour, the limo broke from its holding pattern and drove to the Omni, where it dropped off the blond woman in the waterfall dress. I snapped another picture as she walked up the steps. The disheveled state of her hair was at least circumstantial evidence. I hopped out to follow her, while Jen took the car and stuck with the brothers. 
 

Unfortunately, the blond jumped into an elevator, and I wasn't able to catch it. I noted the floor it stopped on, 14, but that didn't narrow down her room number by much. I went to have a chat with the desk clerk. A fifty put him in a cooperative mood, but he'd only been on duty since midnight, and wasn't around when she checked in. So he didn't have a name to go with the dress. 
 

Which left me free for the rest of the evening. Yahoo. I could actually go home and get some sleep, something that I hadn't done in around forty hours. The weird thing was that I didn't feel tired. If anything, I felt oddly alert, tuned in. 
 

I caught a cab back to the office, and found my car in the parking lot I climbed in for the drive home. But I found myself sitting behind the wheel, not starting it, not going anywhere. I got out, and stood in the lot, listening to the night. Staring up at the dark part of the moon, trying to read the expression on its hidden face. A piece of paper, caught by the breeze, turned into a dove and flew away east. I started walking. 
 

I'd been rushing around all day, trying to figure out this thing with Daniel and Vince. Rushing, rushing, rushing. And I still didn't know what it all meant. 
 

So far, I'd managed to call eight of the ten boys that were in the files from Vince's apartment. None of them admitted to knowing a guy named Vince, but at least they were alive. So at least Daniel's new beau wasn't some sort of serial killer. I hoped. 
 

Then there was the question of the Global Investigations letterhead on the reports. Was Vince an agent of theirs? It seemed unlikely. GI would have come up with a better cover identity for him. And there would definitely have been some electronic security on his apartment. Nah, Vince had probably just hired them to track down the guys in the files. But why? What was so special about these ten boys? 
 

They had a lot in common: They all had the same birth date. They all had similar features. And they were all a part of that big wave of kids that hit the system after the blood test for the gay gene was introduced. It was a wave that had overwhelmed the orphanages, forcing the government to create emergency "group homes" --camps, to anybody who grew up in one. Oh, they were clean and safe. They were usually off in the country, because not many neighborhoods wanted a pack of gay kids running around. But very few of the children who wound up in them were ever adopted. Straight parent generally wanted to adopt straight kids, and gays were prohibited from adopting in many states. 
 

From the reports, it looked as if Vince might have been trying to find a particular kid who went into the camps. But that was almost impossible to do. When the government opened the camps, a whole barrage of new privacy laws went into effect, and the records were all sealed to prevent anybody from linking a child back to his parents. After all, these were parents who most emphatically did not want their little bundle of joy to come track them down in twenty years or so. A gay child was shame enough. But it was also proof that they themselves carried at least one copy of the recessive gene. 
 

Anyway, even if Vince did know a particular child's description and birth date, the pool of camp kids matching that would still be in the thousands. And besides, all of they guys in Vince's file were living in Atlanta. If he was looking for a particular kid, why limit his search to this one city? It didn't make any sense. 
 

I rolled it all over in my head again. There was something about these ten guys that was interesting. Interesting enough that Vince would pay Global Investigations big bucks to compile a list of them. And interesting enough that he would approach Daniel and start dating him. 
 

Wait... There was something odd in that last thought I tried to coax my sleepy brain in to finding it. Finally, it came to me. 
 

He'd approached Daniel. Why? He hadn't talked to any of the other boys on the list that I'd called. So what was different about Daniel? 
 

Suddenly, the problem flipped over in my head. All this time I'd been looking at it the wrong way around. The important question wasn't Who is Vince, really? The important question was Who is Daniel, really? And why would someone be trying so hard to find him?"

 

I hit Piedmont and turned south. The white shapes of Dogwood trees morphed into swans, then bulls, then waves crashing on a beach of black asphalt. 
 

I would have given all the dirt I had on every public official in this town to find out exactly what Vince had hired Global Investigation to find. But I couldn't very well just stroll up and ask them for their case files. 
 

Or could I? After all, I'm Drew Parker, wonder investigator! I could just dress up like a UPS man, break into their offices, and help myself to whatever files I wanted, right? Who cares if they've got more creepy old KGB spy technology than the Kremlin? I'm sure that story about the poisoned umbrella was just a rumor. 
 

OK. So I'm not James Bond. But I have got my own way of getting things done. 
 

My feet had carried me to the front gate of an apartment complex on the corner of Piedmont and Eighth. Behind the fence, cheery yellow units faced out onto a courtyard where dogwood trees blossomed and a little fountain babbled. Not the sort of place you'd expect to find a major vice lord, but I guess the rent was reasonable and the neighbors were nice. 
 

I turned on my throat mic, and had Sherwin look up the number for Daniel's escort service. 
 

"Hello?" a woman's voice said. 
 

"Yes. I'm trying to get in touch with Buddy." 
 

For some reason, the owners of escort agencies are always named Buddy. I'm not sure where the tradition comes from. 
 

"Well my name's Tuti, and I handle our bookings. What are you looking for?" 
 

"Well..." I said, and swallowed hard. 
 

There were several different ways that I could get in to see this guy. I could pick the lock on the gate and then break in through his front door, but that was unlikely to start a productive conversation. The more subtle approach would have been to lie about my age and ask to come in for a job interview. That would have gotten me in the front door, but only until Buddy got a good look at me and realized that I'm thirty-five. No, I was forced to admit that this was one of those weird situations when honesty really is the best policy. 
 

"...my name is Drew Parker, and I'm a Private Detective. And I really need to talk to Buddy himself, if that's possible." 
 

I was counting on the curiosity factor. Hopefully, they'd at least want to find out why I was calling. 
 

"Uh... just a second." 
 

A moment later a man's voice came on. 
 

"Hey, this is Buddy. What did you say your name was?" 
 

"Drew Parker." 
 

"And what's this all about?" 
 

"Well, to tell you the truth, I'd be a lot happier talking about it in person. Would it be all right if I came over? I can be there in five minutes." 
 

"Uh... You know where we're located?" 
 

"Hey, I wouldn't be much of a detective if I couldn't track down a simple unlisted business, now would I?" 
 

"Well... I guess you may as well come on over then." 
 

"Thanks. I appreciate it." 
 

I sat down outside the gate, listening to the fountain, watching the silhouettes of trees dance against the sky. I'd given Buddy five minutes so that he could run my name through a search engine and find the web site for my business. Maybe even make a couple phone calls to check up on me. Once he figured out that I really was a PI, and one who specialized in serving the gay community, he might be a little more comfortable talking to me. 
 

When the five minutes were up, I called Buddy back. 
 

"Hey, it's Parker. I'm at your front gate." 
 

"Fine, I'll buzz you in." 
 

The gate opened, and I walked across the courtyard to unit #7. The business had been run out of that apartment for years. A tribute to the agency's ability to keep a low profile and stay out of legal trouble. I wondered if the neighbors knew. I mean, what did they think about all the young guys traipsing in here all night to drop off cash? 
 

I knocked once. A teenage girl in a blue karate gi answered the door. She was talking into a headset as she beckoned me in. 
 

"Yeah, we can do that. Now do you have your own football uniform, or do you want them to bring one?" 
 

I stepped inside. The girl returned to her workstation, a big desk with a keyboard and a monitor. I caught a glimpse of a naked Hispanic guy on the screen. An employee by the look of him. I didn't have a chance to read the text that went with his picture. 
 

A man came in from the bedroom. Mid thirties, dark hair, blue eyes, obviously spent some time in the gym. Buddy, I assumed. He walked up to me and started to introduce himself. 
 

And then stopped. 
 

He looked at me funny. There was something familiar about him, and I could tell by the expression on his face that he recognized me, too. But neither of us could quite place the other. 
 

Given the context of our meeting, you'd think that we'd have figured it out pretty quickly. But then, we'd been twenty years younger the last time we met. It hit us both at the same time. 
 

"What was your name again?" he asked. 
 

"Drew. But you probably knew me as 'Kevin'. And you're...?" 
 

"TJ. At least, that's what I was going by in those days." 
 

Buddy-TJ relaxed visibly, and turned to the girl in the karate outfit. 
 

"It's OK. You can turn off the fail safe. He's not a cop." 
 

"Well, not anymore," I thought. But I didn't need to get into that story with him. 
 

The girl touched something on the keyboard, and then put down a switch she'd been holding. 
 

"Data security?" I guessed. 
 

"Hey, you can't be too careful. Last thing I want is the cops storming in and getting my files." 
 

"I can appreciate that." 
 

"Yeah. You want a drink or something?" 
 

"Uh,... sure. I'll take a cup of coffee, if you got it." 
 

"No problem." 
 

I followed him into the kitchen, where he started brewing a pot. He leaned against the stove and looked me over. 
 

"Wow. This is weird," he said. "You look like you're holding together pretty well, though." 
 

"Thanks. You too. So are you still ...?" 
 

"Nah, I moved into management a few years back. Old Buddy was getting tired of running the agency, so I started picking up some of the slack. He finally decided to retire a couple of years ago, and let me have it." 
 

"And that's when you became Buddy?" 
 

"You know it." 
 

He was still staring at me. I felt myself blushing. "TJ" and I had done a couple of jobs together back in the old days. As I recalled, he was pretty good at his work. 
 

"So whatever happened to you, Drew? As I remember, you were only around for a few months. Then you just sort of disappeared off the scene." 
 

"Yeah, well..." 
 

I paused, trying to figure out how to cut a long story down to size. I had worked for the agency back when I first came to Atlanta, after my father had thrown me out of the house. There aren't a lot of things a fifteen year old can do to earn money for rent. 
 

That first year on my own, I used to lie awake nights, wondering why my parents decided to have me tested. The procedure had already been out for two years when it finally caught up with me. I tried to figure out what I had done to make them doubt me, what signals I had sent that gave me a away. Later, I found out that it was the school. All the Baptists high schools had started requiring blood tests of incoming students, to stop the "perverts" from corrupting the rest of their students. Buddy was staring at me, waiting for an answer. 
 

"I found a way out," I finally said. 
 

He wrinkled his forehead, not sure how to take that. 
 

Great. I hadn't meant to insult the agency. Really. It had given me a way to make money when I desperately needed it. A way to make a lot of money, in fact. And it's not like the sex was a problem. I was a fifteen year old boy with an active libido and an even more active imagination. Once I got past my initial inhibitions, sex with strangers had not been a problem. 
 

No, the problem had been the illusion of affection. The guys who said they loved me, and honestly believed that they meant it. And then expected me to feel the same way. Some people can fake that and be OK with it, but I just didn't have the knack. After a while, it started to eat me up inside. 
 

"So what did you want to see me about?" Buddy asked. 
 

"Well, to tell you the truth, I need some help. I've got a friend who works for you, and... well, I can't get into it. But some information came my way that he may be in trouble." 
 

"One of my boys? Which one?" 
 

"His real name is Daniel Boone. I don't know what name he uses when he works." 
 

"Oh, that would be 'Daniel'. He likes to keep it simple. So what kind of trouble is he in?" 
 

"I'm not sure," I said. "But I know that he was involved in a fight late last night over on Renaissance Parkway. Nothing serious, but he did get cut." 
 

I decided not to mention Daniel's arrest. The agency likes to keep a low profile with the cops. Daniel's trouble with the police might just get him fired. 
 

"Anyway, it was at about one in the morning," I went on. "Was he out on a booking for you?" 
 

"I don't know. Let me check." 
 

He went into the living room to ask Tuti, and came back a moment later. 
 

"Nope. In fact, Daniel gave us notice that he won't be taking any assignments after 11 pm for a while." 
 

"Really? How long ago was that?" 
 

"It started last weekend. He said he wanted to stay home nights with his boyfriend. I told him that he'd miss a lot of business. We get a big rush between midnight and two in the morning, and Daniel's got a lot of repeat customers." 
 

The coffee finished brewing and Buddy poured us each a cup. 
 

"You take sugar?" 
 

"Thanks." 
 

While he measured out a couple of spoonfuls, I took my palm display out of my pocket and had Sherwin call up a picture of Vincent. 
 

"What about this guy?" I asked. "Does he work for you?" 
 

"Nah. Who is he?" 
 

"Daniel's new beau. I thought he might be in the business." 
 

"Not working for me. Pity, too. He's cute. And he looks a little like Daniel. We could dye their hair the same color and book them as brothers. I've got a couple clients who'd be into that." 
 

Brothers? 
 

My heart skipped a beat. I grabbed the palm display and took another look at Vincent. He did look a bit like Daniel. I hadn't noticed it before, because their behavior is so different. What if... 
 

The idea died before it had a chance to go anywhere. It was a nice story, a guy looking for his long lost brother who'd gone into the camps. But it just didn't make any sense. First, there's the stubborn fact that you can't do that kind of search. The records are sealed, and a birth date and a vague description isn't enough to track someone down. Second, it didn't explain why Vincent was using a phony name. I mean, if Daniel really was his brother, Vince would have announced the fact the first time they met, right? And lastly, there was the whole sex thing. How many people would spend all this effort to track down their brother so that they could then seduce and date him? Ok, maybe there were a few sick puppies out there. But it still didn't seem like a probable motive. 
 

Well maybe Buddy knew something about the other boys in Vincent's file. 
 

"What about these guys?" I asked. 
 

I called up the pictures of the other nine. Buddy shook his head at one after the other, then finally recognized one. 
 

"Yeah. I think he worked for me a couple years ago. Do you have a name?" 
 

I called up the form and read it off to him. "Gordon Flash". Buddy had Tuti look him up. 
 

"Yeah. He worked for me for six months. Then found some rich guy who was willing to put him through design school. Sorry, that's the only one I recognize." 
 

"Don't worry. It was just a guess." 
 

"Anything else I can help you with?" 
 

"Yeah. But it's a longshot. Has Daniel ever told you about his past? I mean, before he came to Atlanta?" 
 

Buddy shrugged. 
 

"Sorry. We only talk business." 
 

"That's all right. Can you at least tell me when he came to work for you?" 
 

"Sure." 
 

He leaned over to look at the monitor while Tuti clicked a few keys. 
 

"Here we go. Daniel interviewed on... July 8, 2029. He's been with us ever since." 
 

That fit. According to the bio from Vince's files, Daniel ran away from a camp up in North Carolina in April of that year. That left a couple months unaccounted for before he turned up in Atlanta working for Buddy. I wasn't sure if that was significant or not. It was only two months, but... well, Daniel can make a lot of mischief in two months. 
 

"Thanks," I said. "You've been a big help." 
 

"No problem. But I do want something in return." 
 

"What?" 
 

"When you find out what trouble Daniel is in, I want you to tell me about it." 
 

I thought it over. 
 

"If it's anything that affects your business, sure." 
 

"Fair enough." 
 

Buddy took a sip from his coffee mug and eyed me over the rim. 
 

"So what's the deal with you and Daniel, anyway. You two dating?" 
 

"Uh... no. He's just somebody I look out for." 
 

"Really?" Buddy said. 
 

He looked me over again with renewed interest. 
 

I felt the blush going off again.
 

 
 







Chapter 14:
 The Gumshoe
 Friday April 25, 2:38 AM

I said goodbye to Buddy and Tuti, and started the walk back to my office. Away from light and human company, the night and my lack of sleep started playing their tricks on me again. My shadow got bored with my shape, and tried out some others. A dragon. A wolf. A knight on horseback. It seemed to like the knight, and kept adding new details as it was reborn at each streetlight. First a lance. Then a horned helmet. After a while, I started hearing the faint clip clop of hooves on asphalt. 
 

I needed sleep. It was late, my brain was fried, and I still had to put together our progress report for Skye. Whatever trouble Daniel was in, it would just have to wait until tomorrow. 
 

I got to the office building and found my car. I started it and pulled out of the lot, with every intention of driving home. But I found myself heading south on Piedmont instead of North. Down to Renaissance Parkway, and the spot where Daniel had been arrested. 
 

Well, maybe a quick look would be a good idea. I'd only seen the place during the day. The dynamics of the neighborhood would be different after dark. There might be someone around who had seen the arrest and could tell me what happened. 
 

I did a drive by of the address. A couple tough looking guys in leather jackets were standing in the parking lot where I'd found the razor blades. One white guy, one Asian. They both had shaved heads, with a row of metal spikes protruding from their scalp like a stainless steel mohawk. I wondered what they were doing, hanging around the parking lot that time of night. They looked too damned scary to be hustlers. Not unless there were some very brave Johns in this neighborhood. More likely these two were dealing. 
 

I drove around the block and ditched the car, then circled back on foot to see what the spikey twins were up to. I found a dark doorway down the street from them and settled into stakeout mode. 
 

It wasn't a long wait. After a couple minutes, two kids doing the goth look came walking down the street. A girl in heels and fishnet stockings and a leather corset. A guy with black teased hair and psycho-mime makeup. They walked right past the spike twins and continued on into the parking lot. 
 

And didn't come out. 
 

OK. 
 

A few minutes later a limo came down the street and stopped. A uniformed chauffeur got out and held the door for a man in his fifties with a walking stick, top hat, and tails. Several teenage boys and girls followed him out of the limo. They were all wearing black tights and white shirts with frilly lace collars. The chauffeur closed the door behind them and then left with the car, while the group walked past the spike-head twins into the parking lot. And also never came out. 
 

OK. This was getting interesting. I waited a few more minutes, and a pack of college kids turned up on foot. This bunch was in nothing more unusual than blue jeans and t-shirts. Yet they also walked past the spikey ones and vanished into the parking lot. 
 

All right. Now I just had to know. I left the doorway and walked right up to old spikes-in-the-head. They looked me over as I walked past, but didn't challenge me. 
 

Behind them, the parking lot was empty. The backs of buildings enclosed it on three sides, so the people must have gone into one of them. I tried the doors, but they were all heavy metal and locked. Rusted signs indicated that one of the buildings had been a porn shop, another a Shakespearean theater. The last had been abandoned so long that the sign had rusted away completely. 
 

Well, all those people had to go somewhere. I tried knocking on each of the doors, to see if anyone would let me in. The spiked twins watched me, but didn't come running over to smash my skull or anything. Eventually I had to give up. I walked back out past the twins, admitting that I was beaten. Hanging my head in shame, I got in my car, and went home. 
 

--Yeah right. Like they're gonna get rid of me that easy. 
 

I went as far as my car, where I picked up some binoculars and a rifle mic. Then I jogged around the block, climbed a fire escape, and set up surveillance from a roof across the street from the parking lot. From there, I had a good view of the next group that came down the street. A woman in a black Elvira dress, surrounded by three shirtless guys in their forties. With the binoculars, I could see the bloody fang marks painted on the guys' necks. As the Mistress of the Dark and her entourage reached the back of the parking lot, the door to the old theater opened up, and they walked inside. 
 

It took me a couple seconds to figure it out. I'd had the rifle mic trained on the door, expecting to hear some sort of coded knock, but it opened before she even touched it. 
 

Duh. I should have seen it sooner. The spiked guys. Why else would they be there? 
 

When the next person came, I was ready for them. A drag queen, in a black leather jumpsuit and a big blond wig. I kept the mic trained on her as she passed tweedle dee and tweedle dum. She didn't stop. She didn't turn to them. And it was just a whisper. But I got it. 
 

I climbed down off the roof, ran back to the car, and stowed the gear in the trunk. And then I went back for a second try. 
 

I walked past the spike heads, and without making eye contact whispered, 
 

"Aurora Sanguinus." 
 

They didn't move or react to it. And if they thought it was strange that I had to come back a second time to get it right, they didn't say anything. But as I crossed the parking lot, the big metal door of the theater opened up in front of me.
 

 
 







Chapter 15:
 The Gumshoe
 Friday April 25, 3:17 AM

I walked into a small room, illuminated by a couple of black lights. An overweight guy wearing too much eye makeup and a shirt that said Fallen Angel sat behind a counter. There was a small glass box on it, and an old fashioned cash register. I guess the patrons of this establishment were not putting their entry fees on traceable plastic. The guy behind the register looked at me expectantly. 
 

Luckily, I always carry some cash on me. It has a nice way of inspiring cooperation from desk clerks and maids and such. I passed the guy a fifty, figuring that had to be more than enough. 
 

While he made change, I took a look at the glass box. Something was moving inside it, but it was hard to see in the dim light. A pet snake? I leaned down to look closer and saw what looked like a rat, rolling around on a bed of centipedes. It took me a few seconds to realize that it wasn't a rat at all. It was a kitten. A very young kitten, its eyes still closed. It was pawing at the air, as centipedes crawled over it. 
 

I couldn't help but stare at it. My brain was trying to convince me that the whole thing was a trick. You know, like those robotic parrots that they have in Mexican Bars. It was probably just a wind-up toy that they'd put in there to scare the tourists. But as the kitten rolled around, I kept thinking that I'd never seen a robot move that realistically. 
 

The fat guy passed me a five in change. I tried to conceal my sticker shock, and tucked the bill into my pocket. I took one last look at the spectacle in the glass box, and then finally turned away from it. I pushed aside a big black curtain, and walked into the club. 
 

Inside, the place was a crazy kind of labyrinth. They'd hung up black tarps to carve the space into hallways and rooms. I wandered down the dimly lit passages, not sure what I was looking for. Every so often, I'd come to a little open area. One was full of dead house plants, with a park bench in the center. A man in his late thirties was handcuffed to it, moaning faintly as two women kissed his chest. One of them pulled away for a second, and I saw that she had actually been sucking on a small cut. A few drops of blood trickled from her lips. 
 

Further in, there was a room with a motorcycle in it. A straight couple was on it, engaging in more conventional sex, and periodically kissing small cuts on each other's shoulders. They'd attracted an audience of six or seven people, but didn't seem to mind the attention. 
 

I pressed on. The hallway turned, and then went up a short flight of stairs. I emerged into the largest open area that I'd seen so far. I think it used to be the stage. A small crowd had gathered. A woman in her forties was tying up a blond boy in his twenties, binding his wrists to a set of hanging chains. He looked scared, but he wasn't fighting her, so I guess the fear was part of the game for him. 
 

As I watched, the woman produced a small razor blade, removed it from its sterile packaging, and proceeded to make a series of short shallow cuts in the boy's shoulder. Then she embraced him from behind, taking a long slow drink of him while her arms caressed his chest, his stomach. The expression on the kid's face was hard to read. It could have been fear, or pain, or ecstasy. The hard-on in his pants, though, was a bit less ambiguous. After a few moments the woman stepped aside, and the others moved in to take their turn. A muscular Hispanic guy put his lips to the kid's shoulder, as a woman began kissing him on the mouth. 
 

I must have been paying too much attention to all this, because I didn't hear the man walking up to me. I turned and he was just there, in front of me. Tall and black, wearing a frilly white shirt with a purple velvet vest. He looked me straight in the eyes. 
 

"You're new. There is no smell of the night children on you." 
 

"Uh.... right, I just came to..." 
 

He stepped in closer to me. His eyes were strange. Dark, but flecked with gold, and they caught the dim light in odd ways. 
 

"To me. Because I called you," he said. 
 

"Uh... well actually..." 
 

He put a finger to my lips, and moved his face close to mine. 
 

"Shhhhhhhhhhh. Don't struggle so. It won't help. Just lose yourself in my eyes. Give in to the comfort of the waking dream. You are here because I wished it. You cannot resist. Your will is mine. You are mine." 
 

Well, this was a pick up line that I hadn't heard before. I kept looking straight into his eyes. I wasn't sure what the necro-nerd etiquette was for politely declining a vampire's offer of eternal enslavement. 
 

Luckily, I didn't have to try. 
 

"He's mine Basil," a voice said from nearby. "And if you'd stop your domination long enough to let him speak, he would have told you that." 
 

A woman wearing a black evening gown stepped into view. She had fine asian features and brilliant green eyes. Or green contacts, more likely. 
 

Basil snarled. 
 

"He's not wearing your mark." 
 

She turned and looked at me. 
 

"Hm. You're right. He must have lost it. And he will pay the price for such carelessness later." 
 

She looked me in the eyes sternly for a moment, then winked. She turned back to Basil. 
 

"But the fact remains that I took his will first, my dear Basil. And you know the law of our kind. He has tasted the dark sweetness of surrender at my lips. And anyone who wants a taste of him will have to bargain with me now." 
 

Basil looked at her, then looked at me. He looked like he might actually bite her, but then his snarl melted into the most pleasant of smiles. He gave a slight bow to my new found protector. 
 

"Sincerest apologies, my lady. Perhaps we may speak again when I have something to your liking." 
 

And then he turned and left. 
 

The woman with the green eyes smiled at me. 
 

"Sorry Parker, but it was real obvious that you were in over your head." 
 

"Do I know you?" 
 

"Maybe. Perhaps we've met before, and I hypnotized you to forget it." 
 

I raised an eyebrow. She laughed. 
 

"Wow, you really don't know how this game is played, do you?" 
 

"I am a little out of my element," I admitted. 
 

"New to our little world, eh? Well let me explain a few of the ground rules, then. First off, you are obviously not dressed up as one of the "Children of the Night", so everyone's going to assume that you're here to be prey. Which means that when one of the fabulous people walks up and tries to hypnotize you, you're supposed to play along." 
 

"Oh." 
 

That was going to make looking around the club a lot harder, if I had to stop and make a blood donation with every vampire who made eye contact. The woman with the green eyes must have seen the look on my face. 
 

"A little discriminating about whom we surrender our blood to?" 
 

"Yeah, something like that." 
 

"OK, then put this on." 
 

She handed me a pin with a rose on it. 
 

"What's this?" I asked. 
 

"It's my symbol. It tells everybody that you're one of my herd, at least for tonight. That way I have control over who gets a taste of you. You can signal me when you see someone that you like." 
 

I put on the pin. I wasn't wild about being referred to as livestock, but this was no time to get picky about terminology. 
 

She stared at me, looking into my eyes. 
 

"You're not really here for the blood sports, are you Parker?" 
 

"Well..." 
 

I started to formulate a lie, but stopped. It was pointless. I had no idea how much this woman really knew about me. And besides, I needed somebody's help. I didn't know the etiquette, and I didn't know who to go to for the information I wanted. 
 

"No," I admitted. "I'm actually here to check up on a friend." 
 

"Really?" 
 

"He got arrested coming out of here last night. There's been some other weird stuff going on in his life. I just want to make sure that he's not getting in to anything he can't handle. Can you help me out?" 
 

"Maybe. Who is he?" 
 

"His name's Daniel. Daniel Boone." 
 

"Hm. Do you know his night child name?" 
 

"No. But this is what he looks like." 
 

I got out my palm display and had Sherwin pull up a picture of Daniel. 
 

She took the display and studied it. 
 

"He's beautiful. But no, I haven't seen him." 
 

"Well, what about this guy? He was with my friend when the arrest was made." 
 

I called up the picture of Vincent, and she looked it over. 
 

"No. Sorry." 
 

She bit her lip, thinking. 
 

"But I may know someone who could help us out. Shall we meet him for a drink?" 
 

I agreed before I had really thought through the implications of that question. 
 

The green-eyed woman led me off the stage and back into the wings. We went down a narrow hallway and into what must have been a dressing room or an office at one time. Now it was done up to look like an abandoned chapel. Paintings in the style of stained glass windows lined the wall, glowing under the black light. Six benches were arranged like pews, facing an altar with a dark stain running down the front of it. To either side, large broken crosses hung from the ceiling by chains. A nude woman was strapped to one of them, a man to the other. 
 

If green-eyes was even slightly fazed by any of this, she didn't show it. She strode into the room confidently, and walked over to a bench where a guy in a white pirate shirt seemed to be holding court over five or six other night crawlers. Seeing her, he stood up and bowed. 
 

"Ah, my lady Rose!" he said, in a horrifying attempt at a British accent. "How nice of you to grace us with your presence this evening. To what do we owe the honor?" 
 

He was wearing leather pants and boots, with a bright red sash and a rapier. Going for the Errol Flynn look, I guess. 
 

"Why, the pleasure of your company is reason enough, Lucien. And who are your companions this evening? I don't believe that I've met them all before." 
 

Lucien introduced the other blood suckers. They all had names that sounded like they were picked out of romance novels. When he was done, Lucien turned to me. 
 

"And who is your new conquest, my Lady Rose? I don't recall seeing this one before." 
 

"I've been keeping him at home. But I decided to bring him out tonight, just to tease the world with envy. I should have known better, though. As always Lucien, you keep the best stable." 
 

Lucien glanced over his shoulder at the man and woman chained to the broken crosses. 
 

"Yes. Where are my manners. May I offer you a drink?" 
 

He clapped his hands, and two teenage boys who'd been sitting on the floor snapped into action. One grabbed a black iron tool that looked like something from the Spanish Inquisition, and went to work on the naked man's chest. The other embraced the woman from behind and... well, demonstrated that he had a passable working knowledge of a woman's erogenous zones. 
 

Meanwhile, Lucien picked up a shot glass off the altar. He poured some vodka into it, and then grabbed a razor. 
 

"So what is my lady in the mood for this evening. Pleasure? Or pain?" 
 

She licked her lips, contemplating the choice. 
 

"Tonight... I think pleasure." 
 

Lucien nodded, then walked over to the moaning woman and made a small incision on her arm. A trickle of blood ran down her bicep and dripped into the glass, where it mingled with the alcohol. He passed it to Rose, and then filled several more for his other guests. Luckily no one offered me any. When Lucien was done, the boys stopped their activities and resumed their place at his feet. 
 

Rose sipped from her glass. I found myself getting queasy and had to look away. Vegetarianism was starting to sound real good. 
 

"Ah, Lucien, you are such a good host," Rose said. "And while I hate to impose further on you..." 
 

"Nonsense. I am still in your debt for the loan of that most delectable young woman last month. How may I even the scales a little?" 
 

Rose turned to me. 
 

"Picture." 
 

I pulled out the palm display, called up the pictures of Daniel and Vincent, and handed it to her. 
 

"You may sit now." 
 

I bit my tongue and sat down on the floor at her feet. 
 

"There were two young men who caught my eye last night," she said. "Unfortunately, I didn't get the name of their master. Perhaps you'd know?" 
 

Lucien took the palm display and looked at it with interest. 
 

"Ah yes. I remember these two. The dark one is night child, and the blond is in his thrall. I'm afraid that you may be too late to acquire their companionship. They were entertaining Elias last night, trying to win an invite to one of his master's revels. They were being... most persuasive." 
 

Rose nodded, and changed the subject. They talked for a while about other people that I didn't know, and then eventually Rose stood up. 
 

"A pleasure as always, Lucien." 
 

"The pleasure is mine, Lady Rose. Do see us again, soon." 
 

Rose walked out and I scrambled to my feet to follow. When we were out in the hall I pressed her for some answers. 
 

"OK. What did all that stuff mean? Who is this Elias guy, and what was all that about 'the Master's Revels?'". 
 

She smiled, and I grimaced in response. Her teeth were stained red. 
 

"What?" she said, then realized what I was staring at. She ran her tongue over her teeth, and smiled again, pearly white. "Better?" 
 

"Yeah. Sorry to be..." 
 

"Squeamish?" 
 

"Yeah. So what about Elias?" 
 

"Elias is what we call a 'hound'. He's in the service of a master vampire, who for one reason or another doesn't come out in public. Elias goes out to the clubs for him, and finds suitable guests for the master's private parties. If what Lucien said is correct, then your friends managed to convince Elias that they were worthy of an invitation. I won't speculate on their methods of persuasion." 
 

"Never mind, I can probably guess. So who is Elias working for?" 
 

"Alas, that I don't know. The whole point of having a hound is to protect the master vampire's identity. The master is probably some sort of celebrity, or business man who needs to keep his reputation clean. The president of Coca-Cola or some such. Anyway, only the people who go to the parties get to see him, and they're sworn to secrecy." 
 

"And you haven't been to one of his parties?" 
 

"Regretfully, no. I've been to other private revels, but I don't seem to be quite the sort of guest that Elias has been instructed to acquire. Judging by the people that I've seen him interviewing, I would guess that his master -- or mistress-- has a taste for young blond men." 
 

"That would explain the interest in Daniel. So where can I find Elias?" 
 

She shrugged. 
 

"I haven't seen him here tonight. But I suppose that we could have a look through the club for him. Think your weak digestive system can handle it?" 
 

I agreed, before my imagination could get too creative with the possibilities. 
 

It took us forever to wind our way through all the dimly lit rooms and dark corners of that maze, but afterwards I could say with some confidence, "Now, I've seen it all." 
 

Except for Elias, that is. He was nowhere to be found. 
 

Eventually, we were forced to give up the search for him. I looked at my watch. It was four-thirty in the morning. 
 

"Ugh," I groaned. "I have got to leave. I need to get at least a little sleep before I go to work." 
 

I took off the rose pin and handed it back to her, but she shook her head. 
 

"Keep it. As a souvenir of our night together." 
 

"Oh. OK." 
 

I put it in my pocket. 
 

"Well, I really appreciate your help tonight," I said. "If there's anything I can do to say thanks. Um, anything, that doesn't involve razors, that is..." 
 

She put a finger to my lips. 
 

"Don't worry about it. Having a cute guy like you in my herd boosts my standing in this place. And besides, I was happy to repay an old debt." 
 

I looked her over again. But I still had no idea who she was. 
 

"Will you at least tell me where we met before?" I asked. 
 

"Oh, we haven't." 
 

"Then where am I supposed to know you from?" 
 

"You don't," she said. "But I know you. Or rather, I know what you did, back when you were with the First Precinct. And I know what it cost you." 
 

I tried not to register my surprise, and failed. Not many people know the details of that particular story. 
 

"That incident never made the newsites," I said. "At least not my involvement in it." 
 

"No," she said. "But some of us on the force know anyway. And we appreciate it." 
 

"You're a cop?" I couldn't keep the shock out of my voice. 
 

She smiled and kissed me softly on the forehead. 
 

"Take care of yourself, Drew Parker. And do try to stay away from windmills." 
 

And then she turned and walked back into the maze. 
 

It took me a few minutes to find my way back to the front entrance, but eventually I managed it. I pushed my way past the curtain and emerged into the room with the cash register and the glass box. 
 

Oh yeah, the box. I took another look in it. The kitten was still moving, covered with centipedes, its paws batting ineffectually at the air. I forced myself to stop looking at it and turn away. 
 

I made it all of three steps towards the door. 
 

Don't you hate it when you know that you're about to do something stupid? 
 

I turned back and studied the room. Trying to figure out how I could pull this off without getting my skull beaten in. The fat guy behind the register watched me think. I shrugged and said, 
 

"There's someone's number I want to get before I go." 
 

I stepped through the curtain and back into the maze. I found a quiet spot and started counting. When I got to ninety, I burst back through the curtain and started screaming. 
 

"OH MY GOD, I THINK THEY'VE HIT AN ARTERY!" 
 

That got the fat guy's attention real fast. 
 

"What? Who? What are you talking about?" 
 

"THIS WOMAN! IN THE ROOM WITH ALL THE DEAD PLANTS! SHE'S GUSHING BLOOD ALL OVER THE PLACE! THREE GUYS ARE TRYING TO STOP IT, BUT I DON'T THINK THEY KNOW WHAT THEY'RE DOING!" 
 

"Jesus!"
 

He grabbed a first aid kit from under the counter and ran into the maze as fast as his bulk would allow. I followed him for a few steps, then let him outdistance me. 
 

I went back to the counter. I couldn't figure out how to open the box, so I broke the glass top with the blunt end of my Swiss army knife. I took the kitten out. It was so tiny that it fit in one hand. It's eyes hadn't opened yet, and it only had a thin covering of fur. It was almost certainly going to die, no matter what I did. I held the pitiful thing under my jacket while I walked out the door, then quickly crossed the parking lot and jogged down the street towards my car. I didn't want to be around when the cashier got on the radio and told the spike twins what I'd just done.
 



 
 







Chapter 16:
 The Psychic
 Friday April 25, 5:30 AM

I don't remember setting the alarm when I staggered in to bed at three in the morning. But it didn't matter, since Cassandra already had my schedule. She woke me up at five-thirty sharp with a perky little medley of bells and chimes and one of her more inscrutable poems.
 


Sunlight

Like the dances of flowers

Divinity denies

itself

 

I groaned and barked out a poem in response.
 

 

"A program

that does not shut up

will find itself

deleted."

 

The chimes stopped. 
 

Somehow, I convinced my tired body to get out of bed. It was not an easy sell. My legs felt like ground hamburger meat, my head like a lead weight, and the only thing that I could promise either of them was another day of running up and down stairs. Oh, and the chance to tell Skye that her boyfriend had spent last night having group sex with a fake blond in a ten thousand dollar dress. 
 

Ugh. I decided to make the pitch to my stomach instead. 
 

"Come on, tummy. You remember how good the food was on set? Hot tea, and pastries, and that lunch... oh, yeah. You know you want to go back." 
 

By a narrow margin, my digestive tract managed to out vote the rest of my anatomy and get my body moving towards the bathroom. 
 

A shower, a banana, and a cup of wintergreen tea later, I was beginning to feel vaguely human. I dug around in my collection of crystals and managed to find a piece of translucent quartz. I put it in my charm pouch, hoping it would bring some much needed clarity to my groggy head. And then I stepped outside, and took my first breath of the morning air. The sky was pink with the impending sunrise, and the birds were greeting it with song. 
 

"Good morning," I whispered, letting my words float away on the breeze. "And thank you for another day." 
 

I drove into work with the windows down and the sunroof open, trying to let myself enjoy the morning without worrying about the day to come. On the way, I stopped in at the office to pick up some more bugs. I found Drew at his desk, looking like he hadn't slept a wink. He was holding something wrapped up in a towel that he was feeding with an eye dropper. 
 

He glanced up as I walked in. 
 

"Oh, hey," he said, looking a little embarrassed. 
 

I walked over to see what he was holding. It was a kitten, only a week or two old, and really thin. Frankly, I've seen road kill that looked healthier. 
 

"Drew, where in the seven secret names of the Goddess did you find that thing?" 
 

He shrugged. 
 

"It was in a glass box at a vampire sex club," he said. As if that explained anything. 
 

I pulled back the towel to get a better look at it. Well, at least the little fella had an appetite. I watched as he licked greedily from Drew's eye dropper. And then I wondered what Drew was feeding him. 
 

"Uh... Drew? You're not feeding it that stuff from our refrigerator, are you?" 
 

Drew shot me a tired look. 
 

"You mean the non-dairy creamer? No, I figured that would be a bad idea, Jen." 
 

"OK. Just checking. ' Cause you're not exactly... well, an animal person, Drew. No offense." 
 

"None taken. I knew that we didn't have any real milk around the office, so I stopped by the diner on 14th street and grabbed a handful of those little plastic containers of half and half." 
 

I looked at him in shock. 
 

"What?" he said. "Kittens are supposed to like cream? Right?" 
 

Drew is a reasonably bright guy, but he has some serious gaps in his education. 
 

"Drew, that stuff is made from cow's milk. You can't feed it to a kitten that age. It'll make his immune system go all haywire." 
 

Drew put down the eye dropper. 
 

"Well, what am I supposed to feed him then?" 
 

"Duh. Cat's milk of course. They sell it at any pet store." 
 

Drew got a really disturbed look on his face, and I could tell what he was thinking. 
 

"No, Drew. They don't actually milk cats. Interesting as it might be to try. They use goats that have been gene-spliced to produce the stuff." 
 

Drew looked relieved. I went to my desk and started digging around, looking for some bugs to take to work with me. I found one that had slipped into a clown shoe, and another that had rolled under my chair. 
 

"So, were you able to ID our blond mystery woman from last night?" I asked as I rummaged around trying to find a third. 
 

"Not yet," Drew said. "The night clerk didn't know who she was, and the day clerk doesn't come on duty for a couple hours yet. I'm sure that someone will remember her, though. How'd you do following the three musketeers?" 
 

"That's kind of an interesting story. The limo went back to their hotel, but only two of them got out. --No, don't ask me which two. And if I ever agree to take on another case involving identical quintuplets, please shoot me first.-- Anyway, like I said, only two of them got out and went inside. So I could either follow them upstairs and tuck them into bed, or stick with the one in the limo." 
 

"I'm guessing you took the one in the limo." 
 

"Give that man a prize and his own late night talk show. Yep, I stuck with the limo. It headed up north to Buckhead and dropped him off behind the Ritz Carlton." 
 

"Another rendezvous? How much energy do these boys have?" 
 

"Until last night, I would have been happy to find out for you. But no, I don't think it was another tryst. He waited until the limo was out of sight, and then he got on the phone. I caught the conversation with the rifle mic but it was just, "Yeah. I'm here." Five minutes later a black concordance pulled into the parking lot and picked him up. There was a guy in the back seat, and a dark haired woman behind the wheel." 
 

"Long hair or short?" 
 

"Short. And I know what you're thinking. She could be the one who left those stray hairs in Charles' car. If... " 
 

"...if that was even Charles that you were following," Drew said with a groan. "Do you think if we asked real nice they'd all agree to wear name tags for the duration of this case?" 
 

"I'd be happy to suggest it," I said. 
 

"OK. Did you get any pictures of the woman or the other man in the car?" 
 

"Drew, I was lucky to even get the license number. Whoever that woman is, she drives like an Iranian cabby with diplomatic plates. She ran three yellow lights in a row, and then started making random turns. After three rights and two lefts, it was pretty obvious that she knew she had a tail, so I dropped back and let her go. I figured that we didn't want to tip our hand just yet." 
 

"Good call." 
 

"Yeah, I know. But it would have been a lot more fun to chase her down and get a look at her." 
 

Drew smiled, and I knew that he agreed with me. Even if he didn't want to admit it. 
 

"Maybe," he said. "But our insurance rates are high enough, thank you. Besides, I can probably talk someone on the force into running the plate number for us. Oh, and did you save the data from the rifle mic?" 
 

"Of course. It's in the case file." 
 

Drew called it up and listened to the playback. He replayed the start of the call three times, listening to the tones on Rockland's phone as he dialed it. Duh, I should have thought of that. I'd just been too caught up in the chase last night. Drew jotted down ten digits. Presumably it was the phone number of the woman in the black car. 
 

I switched my phone over to a dummy account that I use when I don't feel like being tagged by caller ID, and then punched in the number. The woman's phone rang once and then went immediately to voicemail. 
 

"Ah... what's up, doc?" a cartoon voice asked. It was followed by a beep. 
 

I hung up. 
 

"No name on her outgoing voicemail," I said. "We can try again later, when she's more likely to be awake." 
 

Drew nodded, and glanced at his watch. 
 

"Shouldn't you be getting off to the set?" 
 

I checked the time. It was twenty till seven. But the show was shooting at the High Museum again, and that was only ten minutes away. Besides, I knew how Veronica operated. If I got there early, she'd just try to squeeze that much more work out of me. 
 

Drew looked at me expectantly. We both knew that I was going to make some excuse to hang around the office for a few more minutes. The only question was how good it would be. I opened my mind and plumbed the depths of my creativity for something really first rate. 
 

My concentration was broken by the sound of Drew's phone ringing.
 

 
 







Chapter 17:
 The Writer
 Friday April 25, 6:42 AM

"HELLO?" 
 

The word hung in the empty screen. I tapped on it, just to make sure it was really Parker. My agent program ran a quick check against all the voice prints that my visor had recorded, and a moment later added a red ID tag. 
 

"HELLO?" (DREW PARKER) 
 

"Y-, H- Mr Parker. It's S--." I typed, in the short hand I use for the voice synthesizer. On his end, it would say "Yes. Hello Mr. Parker. It's Skye Phillips." 
 

"OH, GOOD MORNING MS. PHILLIPS." 
 

"GMorn_ 2 U. Sorry 2 call so urly, but I jst woke up and got ur msg. ?u hav news 4 me alrdy?" 
 

"UH YES... WE.... THAT IS MY PARTNER AND I FOLLOWED..." 
 

"Sorry 2 intrpt, but ?culd u add a visual link frm ur end?" I asked. 
 

Most people don't bother to transmit video with their phone calls, but I find that it helps me follow conversations. Natural speakers are amazingly imprecise in their use of the English language, and I usually need to see their facial expressions to figure out what they're trying to say. 
 

"UH..." 
 

I watched the meaningless syllable hang on the screen for five or six seconds before he continued with the sentence. It's one of the strange things about hearing people that I've never been able to figure out: They keep talking even when they have nothing to say. 
 

Finally, Parker finished his thought. 
 

"YEAH. JUST A SECOND." 
 

I'd probably caught him in bed. While Mr. Parker put on a shirt or combed his hair or did whatever he felt was necessary to make himself presentable for the camera, I glanced through the open door into Charles' room. He was still sleeping. Poor boy had gotten in late from entertaining some studio honcho. Luckily, the show was shooting scenes with the bad guys first thing this morning, and the brothers didn't have to be on set till ten. 
 

I got up and closed the door between our rooms. My boyfriend back in college said that the sound of me banging on a keyboard was loud enough to wake the dead. I don't know if he was serious, or just trying to get me to knock off work on my term paper and come have sex with him. But better safe than sorry. 
 

I was still getting accustomed to sharing space with Charles. After all the time that we've been together, this was the first season that we'd gotten adjoining rooms. Sort of a half step towards moving in together. Oh, I would have been happier sharing an apartment, but the production company would never go for that. It's just so much easier for them deal with security when everyone's in a hotel. They rent out three floors, put a restricted access lock on the elevator, and the problem is basically taken care of. And it is kind of a fun atmosphere. Like being in a college dorm again. People leave their doors open and wander into each other's rooms to talk and hang out. Of course, it also means that everybody knows your business. 
 

Finally, a picture came to life on my monitor, an image of Mr. Parker sitting behind his desk. In the background, I could see a coat rack holding a leather jacket, a clown costume, and something frilly that I think was a ballet tutu. I still wasn't sure what to make of this firm. Mr. Parker and his associate seemed professional, but their office looked more like a singing telegram service than a detective agency 
 

"Ther u r," I typed. 
 

"YES. SORRY FOR THE DELAY. I HAD SOME THINGS ON MY DESK THAT I WANTED TO PUT AWAY." 
 

"No prblm. ?u wer saying?" 
 

"YES... UM... CHARLES ROCKLAND LEFT YOUR HOTEL A LITTLE BEFORE TEN PM LAST NIGHT..." 
 

Parker paused, picked up a palmtop, and pretended to be reading from it. But his eyes weren't moving to scan the text. Clearly, he just wanted to avoid looking straight into the camera. This wasn't going to be good news. 
 

"MS. GRAY AND I FOLLOWED CHARLES TO A LIMO, WHERE HE MET UP WITH TWO OF HIS BROTHERS. WE'RE GUESSING DOUG AND BERNIE. FROM THERE THEY PROCEEDED TO THE OMNI HOTEL, WHERE THEY MET A BLOND WOMAN IN HER MID-THIRTIES. WE HAVEN'T BEEN ABLE TO IDENTIFY HER YET, BUT WE EXPECT TO HAVE A NAME WITHIN THE NEXT..." 
 

"?Do u have a pcture?" I asked. 
 

Parker nodded and touched his palmtop. A new window opened up on my desk. A familiar blond woman getting into a limo. Not the most flattering picture I'd ever seen of her. 
 

"DO YOU RECOGNIZE HER?" Mr. Parker inquired. 
 

"Duh," I typed. "Thats Coral Makepeace." 
 

Parker's face showed no sign of recognition. 
 

"?U dont read Variety, do u?" 
 

I took his blank stare for a "no". 
 

"VP at MGM? T- nice folks who make t- James bond films? U have hurd of James Bond, right?" 
 

Parker's face flushed crimson, but he nodded that he did. 
 

"Long story short," I went on. "MGM retiring Ewan McGregor from Bond role, looking 4 replacement. T- Rockland boys r up 4 t- role. That hole 3 actors in 1 advntg." 
 

"UH... WELL, THAT KIND OF EXPLAINS... DID YOU KNOW..." 
 

"Y-," I typed. "Not t- spcfcs. But I no how H-WOOD works. Charles + I have an understndng about entertaning 4 business purposes." 
 

"UH... SORRY, I..." 
 

There was a long pause. Parker seemed to be stuck. 
 

"Appreci8 u keeping an i on him, but i did not hire u 2 find out that Charles is kissing up 2 sum1 who can get him a good role. Duh. Hes an actor. Thats not what worries me. Have u lurned anyt-g else?" 
 

"UM... YEAH... WE'RE RUNNING DOWN SOME OTHER LEADS. BY THE WAY, DOES THE NAME JACKSON BRAND RING A BELL?" 
 

I thought about it. 
 

"Nope. Not evn a windchime. ?shud it?" 
 

"WELL, WE FOUND A DRIVERS LICENSE IN THAT NAME WITH ROCKLAND'S PICTURE IN THE TRUNK OF HIS CAR. ALSO A DISGUISE. WE'RE NOT SURE WHAT HE MIGHT BE DOING WITH THAT FAKE IDENTITY YET, BUT WE'RE CHECKING." 
 

I felt my stomach knot up. I'd been sure that there was something wrong with Charles. The change in his moods, his stress levels, the unexplained disappearances. But it still hit me like a brick, hearing confirmation of it from someone else. 
 

"?How soon can u find out?" 
 

"WE'RE CHECKING INTO IT NOW... I DON'T WANT TO MAKE ANY PROMISES UNTIL..." 
 

He looked up at someone else in the room, then resumed speaking. 
 

"BY THE WAY DO YOU KNOW WHAT TIME CHARLES CAME IN LAST NIGHT?" 
 

"Late. Sum time aftr 4 thrty. ?Why?" 
 

"TWO OF THE BROTHERS RETURNED TO THE HOTEL AROUND TWO THIRTY. THE OTHER MET UP WITH A MAN AND A WOMAN IN A BLACK CONCORDANCE A LITTLE AFTER TWO. WE WEREN'T SURE IF IT WAS CHARLES OR NOT, BUT BASED ON YOUR OBSERVATIONS OF HIS SCHEDULE..." 
 

"?Do U no who they wer? T- people he met?" 
 

"NOT YET. WE'LL TRACE THE CAR THIS AFTERNOON, SEE WHERE THAT TAKES US. I'LL SEND YOU A PROGRESS REPORT TONIGHT AND LET YOU KNOW WHAT WE FIND." 
 

"Thanks." 
 

Mr. Parker nodded, and turned off the link. 
 

I got up and went back into the room where Charles was sleeping. He looked so sweet lying there. But then, I guess all men look innocent when they're unconscious. The trouble starts when they wake up. 
 

Oh, Charles. What have you gotten yourself into? And why won't you tell me? 
 

Well, there was nothing more I could do about it until the detectives finished their work. I showered and dressed, put on my visor, and gave Charles a kiss on the cheek. And then I went down the hall to the Community Suite to grab some breakfast. 
 

Most of the crew was off on the set by now, but there were still a few stragglers hanging around. Ivanova Jones was sitting at a table by herself with a script and a half eaten sliver of cantaloupe in front of her. Meanwhile, a couple of her body doubles were gnoshing down with a table full of techies. I grabbed a bagel and some whitefish salad --the guy in charge of stocking the suite had recently found a decent deli in this town-- and joined the latter group. I like hanging out with techies. They're the only people in this business who don't spend all their time trying to convince you of their genius. 
 

I lost myself in the idle banter until half past, when I excused myself and took the elevator down to the conference rooms in the hotel basement. The writers' meeting wasn't set to start until eight, but I like to be a few minutes early. I threaded my way through the warren of rooms that we were using to coordinate the various aspects of the show. The writers' den was at the back, behind the production manager's office, and across from the local relations team. I walked in and found that Burke had started the meeting early. 
 

Damn it. I hate it when he does this. Leon Burke, the show's writer-producer, has this incredibly annoying habit of starting meetings whenever he happens to walk into the room, no matter what the schedule says. It's bad enough when he's twenty minutes late, but when he's twenty minutes early... well, let's just say that a lot of really stupid decisions get made because the people who know better haven't gotten there yet. 
 

Right now, Burke was leaning over the conference table, talking with Laurel Cascade, our location scout. One of the junior writers was hovering around the fringes of the conversation, waiting for an opening to throw in some of his own pet ideas. 
 

I dove in head first. 
 

"H- Brk, whats all the Xitemnt?" 
 

He looked up at me. 
 

"OH HI SKYE." The words flashed by on my visor. "WE WERE JUST GOING OVER SOME LOCATIONS FOR THE NEXT SCRIPT." 
 

"Cool. ?What hav u found?" 
 

Laurel smiled, and brought up the pictures on the conference table. Burke chattered on, spinning out free form ideas for some "totally neuron-blowing" scenes that we could shoot in these places. I watched his wild hand gestures and realized that he was on something again. Probably Ondansetron. It's a beta-blocker that's supposed to prevent stage fright and boost self-confidence. Half the actors in Hollywood have prescriptions for the stuff. Unfortunately, in Burke's case it just makes him even less likely to listen to anyone else's advice. This was not going to be a fun meeting. 
 

I dug in my heels and did my best to slow Burke down, making him show me every picture of every single location, and asking every question that I could think of to fill the time. 
 

"Do we know the history on this place?" 
 

"What kind of people hang out there?" 
 

"Which way does the morning sun shine in?" 
 

Luckily, after five minutes of this, Amelia arrived and bailed me out. Don't ask me to repeat this in front of anyone else, but I think that she's the smartest writer we've got on the show. She has this incredible ear for dialog, so she usually gets assigned to writing the G-rated versions of our scenes. Without all the sex and violence, there's just so much more time for characters to talk. 
 

Anyway, it took Amelia exactly twenty four words to shunt Burke away from business and into a harmless discussion of local restaurants. And then she managed to keep him hooked, talking about nothing at all for the next fifteen minutes. And making nothing so damned interesting. I was gonna have to play that conversation back later and figure out how she did it. 
 

Once the rest of the group had arrived, Amelia seamlessly funneled Burke's attention back to business, and the meeting was off and running. We started by looking at locations. Laurel had been adding to her list of "cool places in Atlanta", and some of the new stuff she'd found was pretty exciting. Personally, I was all over this replica of an Elizabethan theater that she'd found on the Emory campus. It looked like a great place to have a clandestine meeting-- you know, with people wearing tragedy masks and cloaks and stuff. 
 

Burke, on the other hand, was salivating over the pictures of Underground Atlanta. And I was beginning to catch his excitement. A creepy old half-abandoned underground shopping mall was a great place to stage a suspense scene. I just hoped that our insurance would cover rat bites. 
 

After a while, the location discussion segued into product placement, and our ongoing headache over the World of Coke Museum. Coke had offered us a ton of money to feature the place in a significant scene, but we were having trouble coming up with a story that would use it in an organic way. We tossed around a few new ideas, including a food fight and a terrorist bomb threat, but nothing quite came together. In the end, we wound up tabling the matter again, putting it off till the next cluster of scripts. I had the sinking feeling that we were going to keep putting it off until we finally got stuck using it as the setting for the season finale. I could just see it.
 

 
 EXT-- ATLANTA STREET -- NIGHT  
 Kurt and Miranda look up at the imposing edifice of their enemy's fortress. 

 

MIRANDA
 It was here all the time. Right under our noses! 

 

KURT
 The nerve center of the entire Methuselah conspiracy! 

 
 ESTABLISHING SHOT-- THE COCA COLA LOGO 

 
 CLOSE SHOT OF KURT AND MIRANDA 
 Their faces a mixture of horror and determination. 

 

KURT AND MIRANDA

(in unison)
 The World of Coke! 

 

MIRANDAM
 Crime never tasted so sweet. 

 

Let's hope it doesn't come to that. 
 

Anyway, from there it was on to a long list of other niggly things that people wanted us to work into scripts. Shampoo, painkillers, condoms, frozen food, cars, a couple new movies that were coming out. A Republican PAC that wanted us to insert some jokes about the sexual tastes of a certain Democrat. (You can probably guess which one.) Pretty routine stuff, but you have to plan ahead to fit it all in. 
 

Unfortunately though, that darn joke about the Democrat sort of metastasized into a discussion of Bible Belt politics, which got Burke started on his whole "local color" fixation again. 
 

"COME ON PEOPLE!" he said, for about the 100th time since we came to this burg, "THERE'S NO POINT IN BEING IN ATLANTA IF WE'RE NOT GOING TO USE ATLANTA." 
 

The rest of us looked at each other, and then dug out the local news stories that we'd been saving for this. Kip, the newbie, was the first to chime in. 
 

"WELL THERE WAS A SHOOTING DOWN BY THE AIRPORT," he said, his eyes eager for approval. "THE POLICE THINK THAT A DRUG CARTEL WAS..." 
 

Burke cut the kid off. 
 

"OH YEAH. A DRUG SHOOTING. THAT'S ORIGINAL. NEXT!" 
 

Another junior writer jumped in with a story about a live panda birth at the zoo, and was shot down just as quickly. A third tested the waters with a news item about a Georgia Tech professor accused of trading grades for sexual favors. That one went down to a watery grave as well. 
 

"JESUS CHRIST!" Burke fumed, "ISN'T THERE ANYTHING INTERESTING HAPPENING IN THIS TOWN?" 
 

Kip went for another bite at the apple. 
 

"WELL... WHAT ABOUT THE JUSTIN WEIR MURDER?" 
 

Burke raised an eyebrow. The story was six months old, but it did have a certain sex appeal. Popular Christian singer found dead, nude, and smeared with human fat. Doesn't get much juicier. And that was before everyone found out that a rival televangelist had murdered him and set up the whole thing to make it look like a satanic ritual. 
 

"MAYBE..." Burke mused. "BUT IT'S KIND OF OLD NEWS. HOW WOULD WE USE IT?" 
 

Kip pulled up a newscast on the conference table, showing the courtyard in front of the Liberty Media building. 
 

"THIS WAS ON THE NEWS A FEW NIGHTS AGO. A BUNCH OF WEIR'S FANS HAVE BEEN HOLDING A VIGIL ON THE SITE WHERE HE DIED. MAYBE WE COULD HAVE A CHASE SCENE THERE, WHERE KURT AND MIRANDA ARE PUSHING THEIR WAY THROUGH THE KIDS, TRYING TO GET AWAY FROM ASSASSINS." 
 

Burke looked impressed. 
 

"YEAH. THIS IS EXACTLY THE KIND OF THING I'VE BEEN ASKING FOR. LAUREL, TALK TO THE PROPERTY OWNER AND ASK..." 
 

"I CAN TRY," Laurel interrupted him. "BUT I ALREADY TALKED TO LIBERTY MEDIA LAST WEEK ABOUT USING STONEWALL'S OFFICE. THEY WERE PRETTY ADAMANT ABOUT WANTING STORY APPROVAL FOR ANYTHING SHOT ON THEIR PREMISES." 
 

Burke rolled his eyes and made an exasperated gesture with his hands. 
 

"STORY APPROVAL? FUCK 'EM? WE DON'T NEED THEIR STUPID PLAZA THAT BADLY." 
 

He looked down at the table and thought for a second. 
 

"WHAT ABOUT THOSE TWO CHRISTIAN GUYS WHO ARE ON ALL THE TALK SHOWS?" he asked. "YOU KNOW, THE ONES WHO HATE EACH OTHER?" 
 

Amelia cast a dubious look at him. 
 

"YOU MEAN TRENT REED AND CALVIN THOMAS?" 
 

A spark or recognition came into Burke's eyes. 
 

"YEAH, THOSE GUYS. THAT WHOLE CHRISTIAN VENOM THING THEY DO IS REALLY EXCITING. ANY CHANCE WE COULD GET THEM?" 
 

He snapped his fingers several times. 
 

"OOH! MAYBE KURT AND MIRANDA COULD BE ON THE SET OF A TALK SHOW, WITH AN ASSASSIN LURKING IN THE AUDIENCE, WAITING TO KILL ONE OF THOSE GUYS WHEN..." 
 

Amelia looked even more skeptical. 
 

"WAIT A MINUTE, BURKE. WHICH ONE?" 
 

Burke shrugged. 
 

"WHO CARES? DO YOU THINK THEY'LL DO IT?" 
 

Jeff, our liaison to the production managers office (aka "The Voice of the Budget") leaned forward. 
 

"UH... I CAN HAVE LOCAL RELATIONS TRY AND BOOK THEM. WE'LL HAVE TO..." 
 

"GREAT!" Burke said, "MAKE IT HAPPEN! OH, AND WHAT ABOUT THAT KID WE WERE SUPPOSED TO GET? STONEWALL'S BASTARD SON, THE ONE HE TRIED TO MURDER ON THE AIR? CUTE KID, RECOGNIZABLE FACE. WHEN'S HE AVAILABLE?" 
 

Jeff tugged on his collar. 
 

"ACTUALLY LOCAL RELATIONS TRIED TO GET HIM BUT HE SAID NO." 
 

Burke looked at him in disbelief. 
 

"WHAT DO YOU MEAN HE SAID NO?" 
 

Jeff put his elbows on the table and gestured with his right hand. 
 

"WELL ACTUALLY HIS PARENTS SAID NO. THE ADOPTIVE ONES, THAT IS. APPARENTLY THEY THINK HE'S BEEN IN THE PRESS TOO MUCH AND NEEDS A LITTLE PRIVACY." 
 

"YOU'RE KIDDING." 
 

Jeff folded his hands together in a resigned attitude. 
 

"NO THEY WERE QUITE EMPHATIC ON THE POINT. WORD IS THEY'VE ALSO TURNED DOWN CNN AND THE CHERRY CHANG SHOW." 
 

"HOW MUCH DID WE OFFER THEM?" 
 

"TOO MUCH. THEY STILL WEREN'T INTERESTED." 
 

"WELL KEEP ON IT. THEY'LL CHANGE THEIR MINDS. AND TRY TO GET THROUGH TO THE KID DIRECTLY. MAYBE HE CAN TALK SOME SENSE INTO THEM." 
 

Jeff shrugged, but made a note of it on his palm top. Personally, I was hoping the kid would stay unavailable. Oh, getting him on the show would be a great publicity stunt. But I wasn't thrilled by the idea of having an untrained child actor mangling our dialogue. 
 

Burke folded his hands behind his head and leaned back in his chair. 
 

"OK KIDS. PUT YOUR THINKING CAPS ON. THERE'S GOTTA BE SOMETHING ELSE HAPPENING IN THIS TOWN THAT WE CAN USE IN A STORY." 
 

We all looked around the table at each other, wondering who would offer themselves up as the next sacrificial lamb. Finally, Amelia spoke up. 
 

"WHAT ABOUT THE... UM... THE PHANTOM POET?" 
 

"WHO?" Burke asked, sitting up straight. 
 

"HE'S THIS GUY... OR GIRL." Amelia said. "THEY DON'T KNOW. IT WAS ON THE NEWS LAST NIGHT. HE SHUT DOWN THE INTERSTATE THROUGH TOWN BY PROGRAMMING THE SIGNS TO RUN LINES OF..." 
 

"OH YEAH," Burke nodded. "I CAUGHT A BIT OF THAT. DOES HE DO THAT KIND OF THING OFTEN?" 
 

"WELL I LOOKED UP ALL THE OLD NEWS STORIES ON HIM. APPARENTLY HE'S BEEN DOING IT FOR A FEW MONTHS. ALL SORTS OF STRANGE PLACES. NO ONE'S BEEN ABLE TO IDENTIFY HIM OR HER YET." 
 

Burke drummed on the table with his fingers while he thought about it. 
 

"OK. IT'S CUTE. IT'S LOCAL COLOR. BUT HOW DO WE USE IT? I MEAN WE COULD HAVE KURT AND MIRANDA STUCK IN TRAFFIC WHILE A POEM SCROLLS BY. BUT THAT SEEMS KIND OF LAME." 
 

Nobody said anything for a few seconds. 
 

"WHAT ABOUT USING IT AS A FRAME?" Kip suggested. "WE COULD START AND END EACH EPISODE WITH A SHOT OF ONE OF THE POEMS..." 
 

"WAIT A MINUTE" Jeff interrupted, leaning forward and making a big gesture. "AREN'T THERE LEGAL PROBLEMS WITH US REPRODUCING THE POEMS ON SCREEN?" 
 

"ACTUALLY, NO." Amelia corrected him. "COPYRIGHT DOESN'T EXIST TILL YOU SIGN YOUR NAME TO A WORK. SINCE THIS GUY IS DISTRIBUTING HIS WORK PUBLICLY AND ANONYMOUSLY, IT IS IN THE PUBLIC DOMAIN." 
 

Jeff frowned. 
 

"I'LL HAVE LEGAL CHECK IT OUT, ANYWAY." 
 

Burke tapped a single finger against his chin. 
 

"I DON'T KNOW. THIS FRAMING STUFF SOUNDS AWFULLY ARTSY FARTSY." 
 

Something hit me and I jumped in. 
 

"What if ther r secrt messgs in the poems?" 
 

Burke looked in my direction. 
 

"WHAT DO YOU MEAN?" 
 

"Supose ther wer secrt mssgs in t- poems. Krt + Mir realize tht t- poems contain info about t- conspiracy they r tracking down." 
 

Burke's face lit up. 
 

"YEAH! SO THEN THEY HAVE TO FIND THE GUY WHO'S WRITING THIS STUFF SO THAT THEY CAN LEARN WHERE HE IS GETTING HIS INFORMATION FROM!" 
 

"WAIT A MINUTE," Jeff interrupted. "HOW CAN WE PUT SECRET MESSAGES INTO THE POEMS WHEN WE'RE NOT THE ONES WRITING THEM?" 
 

"NOT A PROBLEM," Amelia shot back. "YOU ANALYZE ANYTHING HARD ENOUGH, AND YOU'LL FIND A HIDDEN MEANING IN IT. LOOK AT THE KENNEDY ASSASSINATION." 
 

"YES! THIS IS GREAT!" Burke stood up, waving his arms. "THIS IS EXACTLY WHAT WE NEED! PEOPLE WILL SEE THE POEMS ON THE NEWS, AND THEN THEY'LL TUNE IN TO THE SHOW TO FIND OUT WHAT THE HIDDEN MESSAGE WAS. IT'S FUCKING BRILLIANT!" 
 

He snapped his fingers. 
 

"AND BETTER STILL... EVERYBODY IS ALREADY WONDERING WHO THIS GUY IS. SO THEY TUNE IN TO SEE KURT AND MIRANDA TRACK HIM DOWN. AND THEN FOR THE SEASON FINALE, WE ADVERTISE THAT WE'RE GOING TO UNMASK HIM!" 
 

His statement hung there on my visor. No one else spoke. No one knew what to say. I shot a worried look to Amelia. Amelia shot a worried look to Jeff. Jeff bit the bullet and asked Burke. 
 

"UH... BURKE? YOU ARE TALKING ABOUT MAKING UP SOME CHARACTER TO BE THE POET, RIGHT? YOU'RE NOT SUGGESTING THAT WE ACTUALLY FIND THE REAL GUY AND..." 
 

Burke shooed him away as if he was a gnat. 
 

"WHAT? OF COURSE I WANT TO USE THE REAL GUY! OTHERWISE WHAT'S THE POINT? CAN YOU IMAGINE HOW NUTS PEOPLE WILL BE TO FIND OUT WHO HE IS? THEY'RE GONNA HAVE TO INVENT A NEW RATINGS SCALE TO HANDLE THAT EPISODE!" 
 

Jeff made one more attempt to get through to him. 
 

"BUT BURKE, WE DON'T EVEN KNOW..." 
 

Burke banged his fists on the table. 
 

"MAYBE NOT. BUT WE CAN FIND OUT. WHO KNOWS A GOOD DETECTIVE AGENCY IN THIS TOWN?" 
 

The dream image of the gorilla flashed through my mind again. I saw the name on his business card, and caught myself starting to scratch "Drew Parker @ Fortress Security" on my touch pad. But I stopped myself in time. What was I thinking? How would I explain why I knew a detective in this town without admitting that he was already working a case for me? 
 

Burke looked around the table, but got only shrugs in response. 
 

"OH HELL, GET THAT BIG AGENCY ON THIS!" He shouted. "WHAT'S THEIR NAME? INTERNATIONAL? GLOBAL? WHATEVER. HAVE THEM PUT 50 GUYS ON THIS, IF THAT'S WHAT IT TAKES." 
 

Burke jumped to his feet, and the meeting broke up into two centers of activity. At one end of the room, Burke was pacing back and forth, shouting things into his phone while Jeff tried ineffectually to talk him out of this course of action. At the other, the rest of us huddled together over a flow chart of the season's story arc, trying to figure out what changes we would have to make in order to accommodate Burke's latest brainstorm. We knew better than to try and talk sense to him when he's in one of these moods. And besides, it was a damn good idea. If he could pull it off, it would be the sort of season cliffhanger that people would talk about for years to come. Like that old "Who shot JR" stunt they pulled on Dallas, or the infamous "Which Witch?" stunt that they pulled on Xarena the Cheerleader Witch.

 

Anyway, by the time noon finally rolled around, Burke had sold the publicity department on his new idea. Jeff had given up fighting it and moved on to cost containment. From the bits my visor was picking up of his phone call, it sounded like he was trying to talk Global Investigations into taking a product placement deal in lieu of payment. 
 

Meanwhile, the rest of us had managed to patch together a revised story arc and episode break down. It wasn't pretty. In fact, it took up the entire conference table and looked like a dyslexic spider's web. But it would hold together. After lunch, we'd polish the outlines for the next four episodes and break them down into individual scenes, and then into the different versions for various sex and violence levels. That's where my headache would begin: making sure that all the various versions of the script fit together and made sense, no matter what settings the audience had their media filters set to. 
 

Burke looked over what we'd done, suggested a few refinements, and then finally let us go to lunch around 12:30. Say what you will about Burke, he does have one saving grace as a boss: he's never back from lunch in less than an hour and a half. I called over to the High Museum to see how things were going on location. They were still shooting, but were expecting to break for lunch in the next twenty minutes. I decided to scoot on over and surprise Charles. 
 

From the hotel, the High Museum of Art was a straight shot north on the subway. I watched the people on the train, making mental notes on them. Some white kids in karate outfits and eye make up and spikey black hair, looking like they belonged in a Japanese cartoon. A black woman in a business jacket and an African-print skirt. An Asian guy with moussed hair, wearing a black suit and a silk tie with a full color depiction of the crucifixion on it. 
 

I was still trying to get a handle on Atlanta. It seemed to be a city of transplants. No one that I'd talked to yet was actually from Atlanta; they'd all moved here from somewhere else. LA is like that too. But in LA, there is this overriding sense of place. People go there to be actors, or dreamers, or just to be close to all that energy. You know it when in you're in LA. There's this kind of vibe. You can sense it. 
 

New Orleans is like that too. There's this whole decaying Southern Funk that you can just feel in your pores. Or DC, with its brisk deal making politicos. Heck, even Orlando has a certain unique tackiness, a sort of theme-park-run-amok look to everything. But Atlanta... I just couldn't get a feel for Atlanta. According to what I've read, the city got started because this was where the train tracks happened to cross. And it seems like that still defines the city. It's just a place where a whole bunch of roads happen to meet, where a lot of people cross paths. But it doesn't really have a soul of its own. 
 

I was still thinking about the personality of Atlanta when I got off the train at Arts Center Station. I was walking around the corner to the Museum, when I saw the flashing lights of the ambulance pulled up outside.
 

 
 







Chapter 18:
 The Mother
 Friday April 25, 12:40 PM

I saw the photographers lining up as my limo came to a stop in front of the High Museum of Art. I must say, the building was much smaller than I'd expected. Compared to the Getty in Los Angeles, it was miniscule. But then, I've heard that Atlanta isn't much of a town for the arts. 
 

The driver walked briskly around and held the door open for me. 
 

"Madame." 
 

"Thank you so, Yohanne," I said, as he helped me out. 
 

Actually, I had no idea what the fellow's name was, but I wasn't about to let the press know that. They're ruthless when it comes to appearances. As far as they're concerned, if you look like somebody, then you must be somebody. Who cares if you've actually done something significant, like raising four of the most gifted actors of this generation? Anyway, I was not about to let them know that this wasn't my personal driver, but just a rent-a-blond who'd come with the car. And besides, he looked like a Yohanne. And I knew that he wouldn't blow his tip by objecting. 
 

I stood up slowly and looked around, to let the cameras catch my profile. There was a reassuring wave of flashes. Of course, the trick isn't getting them to take the picture, it's getting them to run it. And it pays to make things easy for reporters. There's nothing they hate more than actually having to do research. 
 

I elbowed Yohanne, who had forgotten his line. 
 

"Oh... Will that be all Ms. Rockland?" 
 

"For now, Yohanne. Go and park the car, I'll call you when I need you." 
 

"Very well Madame. Have a nice visit with your sons." 
 

"Thank you." 
 

Let's just hope those bozos with the cameras were paying attention. I'd practically written the caption of the photo for them. 
 

I smiled at Yohanne, so that the photographers could get a good candid, and then walked up the steps to the cast entrance. A tall man in a black t-shirt and a cowboy hat was guarding the door. He looked a bit like a young Matt Dillon. Or at he least he could have, with a little work on his chin. 
 

"Good afternoon," I said. "I'm Virginia Rockland." 
 

I enunciated the words clearly, in case any of the photographers had missed the information the first time around. It doesn't pay to overestimate the intelligence of members of the fourth estate. 
 

"I thought I would surprise my sons with a visit. Could you have someone show me the way to the set?" 
 

The guard looked at me, and wrinkled his forehead like a confused ape. 
 

"Do you have a pass?" 
 

I forced myself to laugh pleasantly. 
 

"Young man, I am Virginia Rockland. Do you really think I need a pass to see my own sons?" 
 

"Uh... Lady, I'm sorry. But I'm not supposed to let anyone in without a pass." 
 

A flash went off. I glanced to the side and saw a photographer standing there, listening to our conversation. 
 

"I understand," I said. 
 

Obviously this boy wasn't the brightest bulb. But then, I guess it doesn't take a Ph.D. to stand at a door saying "no" all day long. 
 

"I'm sure that you get all sorts of crazy fans trying to get on the set. But look here, see?" 
 

I opened my purse and got out my driver's license. 
 

"I really am Virginia Rockland. So it would be quite all right for you to let me in." 
 

He took the license and looked at it. Looked at me. Looked back at the license. 
 

"This is a real ID?" 
 

"Yes," I said, the annoyance beginning to creep into my voice. "It's a real ID." 
 

"The picture looks funny," he said. 
 

"That's because in LA they let you bring in your head shot, if you don't like the picture the DMV took. But it's perfectly good." 
 

Another flash went off. I risked a quick glance to the side and saw two reporters with microphones out, recording our conversation. 
 

"Look," I said, pulling out my credit card. "I've got some other ID, if that's what's worrying you. I really am Virginia Rockland." 
 

He took my master card, and checked the name and the picture on it. Finally, he handed it back to me. 
 

"Look, Ms. Rockland, I'm sorry. But I'm not supposed to..." 
 

"Oh come on," I said, feeling my face burn with embarrassment. "I just came to visit my boys. Surely you can call someone and get this all straightened out." 
 

He was wavering. I gave him the pleading doe eyes, and that put him over the edge. He got out his phone. 
 

"Yeah, hey Veronica. I've got a Virginia Rockland out here... Yeah, their mother... Sure... OK... Yeah... I understand." 
 

He put the phone away. 
 

"I'm real sorry ma'am, but they're on a tight shooting schedule today, and the director doesn't want any family on the set." 
 

I could feel my face turning red. Another flash went off. Perfect. I couldn't very well walk away now. 
 

"What nonsense," I said, smiling. "I've been on sets all my life, I know my way around. I'm certainly not going to be in the way." 
 

"Lady, I'm sorry. But it's not my call." 
 

"Well then let me talk to one of my boys. If you'll just call Bernard or Charles or Doug, I'm sure they can clear this up." 
 

"Lady, I'm just security. Even if I wanted to call one of those guys, I don't have their numbers." 
 

Another flash. 
 

"No, but I'm sure someone up there does. So just get on the phone to the production manager or whoever and ask them to pass along a message to my sons that I'm down here waiting to be let in." 
 

"Lady, I can't." 
 

"Yes, you can. You are simply choosing not to." 
 

Two more flashes went off. My face was burning and I knew what I must look like. I fought to keep my composure. If he would just let me in, this whole embarrassing scene would go away. 
 

"Lady..." 
 

"My name is Virginia Rockland. That is Ms. Rockland to you..." 
 

"Look, Ms. Rockland..." 
 

"... and you are being a coward. To think that you won't even pick up a phone to help a mother see her sons!" 
 

"Lady, er, Ms..." 
 

"How long do you think that you're gonna have this job once my sons find out that I was here and you wouldn't even let them know!" 
 

"Believe me lady, they know. And the director doesn't want you up there getting them all upset when..." 
 

"Getting them all upset! I'm their mother! I'm sure if I could just see them for a minute we could work this out. If you'll just let me..." 
 

A barrage of flashes went off. In front of me, the guard was frowning. He wasn't going to let me in. I was standing here pleading, and he wasn't going to let me in. All around me, there were reporters with cameras and microphones out. I could imagine how the story would run. Pictures of me red-faced. Clips of me begging to see my own sons. I would look like an idiot for coming all this way, and the boys... the boys would look heartless. Mean. Cruel. It was the sort of story that could ruin the image that we've been building for them all these years, ruin their careers. I had to do something, anything, to distract the reporters, to change the subject of the story. 
 

"... see my sons, I know we can... I.." I grabbed my chest. "I... I can't breathe!" 
 

I fell forward. Luckily the guard was fast enough to catch me before I hit the ground. It had been a calculated risk. After all, he didn't look too quick on the uptake. But it was worth it. 
 

He held me in his arms, lowering me to the ground, as a dozen flashes went off. I'm sure it made one hell of a shot.
 

 
 







Chapter 19:
 The Gumshoe
 Friday April 25, 2:16 PM

The road was blocked by a locked gate. I stopped the car and got out to deal with it. Normally, a simple padlock wouldn't even slow me down, but this one hadn't been opened in a few years and the internal mechanism had rusted up. After my third try with the picks failed, I got the bolt cutters out of the trunk and went with a less subtle approach. 
 

I got back in the car and continued on, gravel crunching beneath my tires, pine trees passing by in an endless series. Next to me, the kitten was asleep on the passenger seat. I'd stopped at the animal hospital before I left town to pick up some cat milk and have the vet take a look at the little guy. The doc warned me not to get too attached. Kittens separated from their mothers at this age usually don't survive, and this one looked like he'd had a rough short life. Still, he gave the runt a shot of antibiotics and wished me luck. 
 

A couple miles later we reached the group home where Daniel had grown up. Or at least what was left of it. From the looks of the place, it had been an old summer camp that the government had bought and converted for year-round use. Cabins with an extra layer of insulation wrapped around them. A natural gas tank for heat and power. Some trailers that were probably used for school rooms. And three big cinder block buildings. 
 

I got out of the car to take a look around. I wasn't sure what condition the place would be in. The camps had all been mothballed a long time ago. That big group of kids who hit the system after the blood test came out were all in their twenties by now. As for the next generation... well, prenatal testing and selective abortions had taken care of that pretty effectively. I was hoping that whoever decommissioned this place hadn't been too thorough. Sometimes the government forgets to assign any money for shutting a facility down, and stuff gets left lying around. 
 

The cabins were all unlocked. Squirrels and raccoons had gotten into them and built nests in the rotting mattresses. Another was occupied by a highly territorial rattlesnake, which I gave a wide berth. Most of the cabins still bore some sign of their former occupants. There were faded posters up on the walls. Pictures of movies stars, ads for science fiction films. A couple of the cabins had posters of soccer players up in them, and I wondered if one of them had been Daniel's. 
 

The first cinderblock building turned out to be a mess hall, with an eating area and a kitchen. The utensils were all gone, but the big stoves had been too heavy to move. The second building had showers, and a small gym with half a basketball court. The last was just a big empty room, with lots of electrical sockets. The disintegrating carpet had pictures of clowns and butterflies and rainbows in it. 
 

The trailers were locked, but the mechanisms were a joke. Three of them still had desks in them. Blackboards. One had a big pull down map of the U.S. Another a globe. The bookcases were mostly empty, but a few texts were lying around. Fahrenheit 451. Geometry. A History of the Americas.

 

In the fourth trailer I finally found what I was looking for: the manager's offices. The computers were all gone, but the furniture had been left behind. Too much trouble for anybody to lug it all the way back to civilization, I guess. I searched the place thoroughly, hoping that they might have left some hard copy records behind, but it was no good. I found a stack of history papers, page number six from a budget for the camp's kitchen, and the final grades for Ms. Houston's fifth grade English class. But nothing that would help me trace Daniel back to his past. 
 

I went outside and wandered down to the lake. A couple of old fiberglass canoes, full of leaves, were beached next to a wooden dock. I sat on the shore and threw rocks into the water, watching the ripples fan out. 
 

I'd always wondered what it was like for the kids who went to the camps. In some ways, it probably wasn't so bad. Growing up out here. Swimming in the lake. Playing tag in the woods. Almost idyllic. Heck, there were probably even ducks and deer around here to feed. And they got to grow up with others like them. I could almost envy them, because of that. They were the only gay kids in history to be raised in a place where they were the majority. They had never felt isolated or different. They'd had their first crushes, played spin the bottle, taken their sweethearts to the school dance-- all the things that straight kids take for granted. 
 

And yet... they were isolated. Two hundred kids and ten counselors out in the middle of the woods, with no one else around for miles. 
 

A wind came up, stirring the pine trees. I lay down on the bank and listened to them. I was sleepy, but every time I closed my eyes a picture of Daniel being cut with razor blades flashed into my mind. Apparently my subconscious was not going to let me get any sleep until I got to the bottom of this. So I just lay there with my eyes open and watched the clouds drift by. Some kind of big bird, a hawk or an eagle or something like that, was soaring on the breeze way up high. 
 

After a couple of minutes, the wind died down, and I started to hear the echoes of the place. The children running around, laughing. Counselors yelling after them. A group of girls chanting "Red Rover, Red Rover". Someone splashing in the lake. A five year old screaming for the parents who'd sent him away. 
 

A fish jumped in the lake, and I sat up with a start. The day was wearing on, and I was no closer to what I was looking for. I pulled out my palm top and went to work running down other leads. 
 

A search of the local newsites for stories that mentioned the camp's name turned up about twenty hits over the years. A couple big stories when the camp first opened, and another when it closed. The rest of the hits were just references to people who worked in the camp: when they got married or died, or crossed paths with another news worthy event. I managed to put together a list of fifteen different people who'd worked at the camp at one time or another. I figured maybe one or two of them had stayed in the area after it closed. 
 

The nearest town was about ten miles down the highway to the east. I had Sherwin pull the phone listings for it and run a cross-check against my list of camp employees. That turned up three possible matches. The first was a miss: I got Michael Jones on the phone easy enough, but he wasn't the Michael Jones who had been an administrator at the camp. The second, Laura Fuentes, wasn't answering her phone. I finally got lucky with the third one. 
 

"Hello?" 
 

"Ms. Sonya Price?" 
 

"Speaking." "
 

Is this the Sonya Price who use to work at the Cedar Lake group home?" 
 

"Uh... yes. May I ask what this is about?" 
 

"Well I'm sorry to disturb you, ma'am, but it's important. My name's Drew Parker. I'm a private detective working for someone who used to be a resident of the home. His name is Daniel Boone. I guess it would have been Daniel Lake, back when you knew him." 
 

"I'm sorry. There were so many kids..." 
 

"I have a current photo," I said, as I zapped her a copy. "If you could just take a look..." 
 

"Oh yes, Daniel. I remember him now. Real outgoing boy. But what has he done to his hair?" 
 

"Yes, well I was wondering if you..." 
 

"Look, Mr. Parker, I know what you're after. And there's nothing I can do to help. I've had other kids track me down, trying to find their parents. But there's just no way..." 
 

"I understand. And I'm familiar with the privacy laws. But my client's in a rather desperate situation. He's in urgent need of a bone marrow transplant from a compatible donor. And with his blood type..." 
 

"Oh my. What happened to him?" 
 

"He was doing business in central Africa, and picked up a parasite. It was resistant to the standard course of treatment, and they finally had to resort to aggressive chemotherapy to take it out. Now he needs to find a compatible bone marrow donor within the next couple of weeks." 
 

"I'm... I'm so sorry to hear it. And I wish that there was something I could do. But by the time we got the kids, they'd already been in the system for a while. I never met any of the parents." 
 

"I understand. But surely there must be records. For medical emergencies and such? Or in case a family changed their mind?" 
 

"I never heard of anyone changing their mind. At least not at our camp. There were some medical records, though. Immunization histories and that sort of thing. But nothing that connected any of the kids back to their parents." 
 

"You're sure? Not even..." 
 

"Believe me, I'm sure. Five or six times we had kids break into the office, convinced that we had the names of their parents on file somewhere. We finally just opened up the place and let them have a look. I tell you, if records on the parents even exist, then they're under lock and key up in Washington. We certainly never had a copy." 
 

"OK. Well, thanks for your time." 
 

"I just wish I could be of more help." 
 

I hung up. 
 

Well, that settled it. There was no secret cache of documents lying around here. No answers to find in this place. Only ghosts. 
 

I stood up, brushed the pine needles off my jeans, and threw another rock in the lake. Well, the trip hadn't been a complete waste. The country up here was beautiful. Something from the back of my mind reminded that this was one of the counties that the Cherokee would be getting back if their suit in the World Court was successful. Being here, I was beginning to understand how they felt about it. No wonder they were still fighting for it, two hundred years later.
 

 
 







Chapter 20:
 The Tele-Shaman
 Friday April 25, 3:10 PM

"RG? RG? Are you paying attention?" 
 

"Sure Natalie," I said, switching her over to the speaker phone. "I'm just multitasking. I've got a lot going on over here." 
 

I put my feet up on the desk and leaned back. On the far wall, the monitor was running some clips that I would be using on my show that night. With the sound off, of course. It's a good way to gauge their emotional impact. If you do a show right, the visuals should be so compelling that it doesn't even matter what you say. After all, this is television. 
 

On the right screen, there were scenes from the sacred ball play, the contestants purifying themselves in a stream before the game, then lining up to have their sticks blessed. On the left screen, a team of puppets was illustrating the story of the water spider, and how she brought fire to the people when all the other animals had failed. But the center screen was the attention grabber. On it, four white hunters were in the process of beating a Cherokee boy to death. In a few seconds, his mother would hear the screams, and come to help, only to be raped by them. It was brutal, and chilling, but it was also history. Just one of thousands of such incidents that occurred back in the 1800's, after the State of Georgia passed a law declaring that Cherokee couldn't serve as witnesses in a trial. That they would have no voice with which to speak of the crimes committed against them. That it was open season for any white who wished to kill or rape or steal from them. 
 

"RG! Are you there?" 
 

"Sorry Natalie. Minor crisis over here. But nothing that I can't put on hold for you. What have you got for me today?" 
 

Natalie is my eyes and ears inside the Baptist News Network. Like me, she is a returnee to the Nation. Only one-eighth Cherokee by blood, she can pass for white. Her intelligence reports on BNN used to be vital, back when Stonewall was in charge over there. But since he'd gone to prison and lost his senate seat... well, the relevance of her reports had declined substantially. I already knew that things were a mess over there, so there wasn't much point in having her tell me that week after week. I probably should have had my secretary take her calls and filter out the useful information for me, but undercover agents tend to get nervous whenever you let someone else in on their identity. And who knows, the intel on BNN might become important again in the future. Best to stroke Natalie's ego now, make her feel important. 
 

"Well, the network is continuing to slide towards insolvency," she said. "But Trent's still not willing to sell. He can't hold out much longer though. I managed to get my hands on their latest financial records. Pretty grim. I've e-mailed them to you along with the usual material on their audience surveys. Oh, and I also managed to stir up a little trouble between Trent and his one remaining star, Sandy Roberts. You should have been there to see the fireworks." 
 

"Really? How'd you get them to turn on each other?" 
 

"Appealed to his need for control, her need for fame, and put the two on a collision course. I almost felt guilty about it, it was so easy. Kind of like kicking a man when he's down." 
 

Up on the center monitor, the action segued into a white mob, bashing to pieces the first printing press bought by the Nation, and lynching the men who were working it. Later that year, the Georgia assembly would make it a hanging crime to sell printing equipment to the Cherokee. Worried we might educate ourselves, organize ourselves. 
 

"Yeah," I said, "about that. I want you to hold off on any more unauthorized sabotage at BNN. I've got another plan in the works, and I don't want you tripping over it by accident." 
 

"Anything you can tell me about?" 
 

"I'm afraid it's on a need-to-know basis." 
 

The white mob on the screen morphed into a modern crowd of Baptist protesters, waving big plastic crosses and signs that read Fight UN Land Theft and ONE Nation under God. You could see the hatred in their faces. I felt myself getting angry again, just watching it. The sequence was that good. 
 

"Not even a hint?" Natalie pleaded. 
 

"Sorry. Your work is important, but I have to keep some secrets." 
 

I needed my viewers to be angry. To draw strength from their outrage, from the endless crimes committed against us by the whites. To remember what we were fighting for. I'd received word that Stan Fallen Dove, president of the tribal corporation, was already floating a compromise offer before the US attorneys fighting against us in the Hague. A promise not to confiscate private homes and businesses, not to relocate any of the whites who fell within the treaty area. As if he's forgotten what the whites did to us. How they forced us off our land at gun point. The long slow death march to Oklahoma. No, Stan was a compromiser, and he would give away everything before the fight even started. In his heart, Stan values peace over justice. 
 

"I understand." Natalie said. "I'll get back to you when..." 
 

The door to my office opened, and Laughing Bear burst in, singing. 
 

"You'll be swell! You'll be great! Gonna have the whole world on a..." 
 

I took Natalie off speaker phone and picked up the receiver. 
 

"Sorry about that," I said. "Unexpected company." 
 

I motioned for Laughing Bear to shut up. He dropped the musical number down to a hum and started doing a dance routine with my coat rack. 
 

"Laughing Bear, by the sounds of it?" Natalie asked. 
 

"His reputation precedes him," I answered. 
 

Laughing Bear was a member of the Bow String Warrior society, whose members do everything backwards. I took it from the song and dance routine that he was here on serious business. 
 

"Yeah, well be careful. I've never trusted that guy. I mean, he's a pureblood and... well, you know they've got it in for you." 
 

"That's a gross generalization," I said. Even though it was true. 
 

The purebloods had grown fat and lazy on the money from casino gambling. They'd adopted the white man's ways, the white man's religion. Most of them were Methodists now. And I'd heard the things they say about me in private. "Snake Oil Salesman" and "New Age Flake" were some of the kinder words used. The purebloods have turned their back on the magick of their forefathers, and now they think it's all some kind of joke. But the joke would ultimately be on them. For the magick is all too real. And in the end, they won't matter. In the Nation, there are three times as many returnees as purebloods. And our hearts are pure, even if our blood isn't. 
 

"Maybe," Natalie went on. "But I've heard rumors about him. Stories that he belongs to some sort of secret society." 
 

"You mean the Bow String Warriors?" 
 

"No. Everybody knows about that. I mean something else. There's talk of an underground organization that goes all the way back to..." 
 

"Yeah, I've heard those stories too," I said. "But those are just rumors. The Keetowah Society doesn't even exist." 
 

"Maybe. But watch your back anyway." 
 

I hung up. Laughing Bear wrapped up his dance number. He grabbed my bear cape off the coat rack and put it on. Then he climbed up on my desk and sat down cross legged, staring me eye to eye. His manners take a little getting used to, but his presence was reassuring. He was Ice-in-Summer's protector, back when she was the sacred center of the Nation. And now he is mine. That says a lot. 
 

"So how's my favorite little witch doctor?" he asked. "Cooking up any heap bad juju today?" 
 

"Perhaps," I said, laughing. 
 

He did look funny , sitting there in my bear cape. He smiled, and for a second the light caught his eyes in a strange way, and I saw a trace of something feline. His totem, a cat of some kind. So far I've only seen hints of it. 
 

"So who was on the phone?" Laughing Bear asked. 
 

"A friend of mine. She seems to think that you might be a member of some secret society." 
 

Laughing Bear grinned broadly. 
 

"I trust you haven't told her anything." 
 

"Don't worry," I said. "I keep my secrets. And I value the help your order has given me." 
 

I was distracted by a shadow on my desk. I glanced up to see what was casting it, but there was nothing there. 
 

"Something wrong?" Laughing Bear asked. 
 

"No, just..." 
 

I looked back at my desk. The shadow was gone now. Still, I knew what I'd seen. The shadow of a horned owl. It was a warning, and I'd been seeing it a lot lately. It meant that another Shaman was close by. 
 

But who? Ice-in-Summer is dead. And as far as I know, I am the last in the Nation. 
 

"It's not important," I said. "So what does the Keetowah Society wish to say to me today?" 
 

Laughing Bear frowned. 
 

"I'm afraid that we bring you good news. Our agents have found your enemy's weakness."
 

 
 







Chapter 21:
 The Mother
 Friday April 25, 2:41 PM

I tried to sit up, but I couldn't lift my head. I struggled to get my eyelids open, but all I could see was a shining white light. 
 

Oh great. I'd overdone it and given myself a real heart attack. 
 

"Ms. Rockland" a disembodied voice said in a slight British accent. Somehow I always knew that God would have a British accent. 
 

"I can't... I'm not ready yet..." I tried to say, but my voice sounded weak and far away. 
 

"Ms. Rockland, you're all right." 
 

A woman leaned over me, blocking the light. She had her hair in a short bob that would have been trendy three years ago, and a set of enormous clunky glasses that did nothing for her face. 
 

OK. Obviously I wasn't dead. While I might buy that God was a woman, I was not about to believe that she couldn't afford a decent haircut and contact lenses. 
 

"The doctor has given you a sedative," the woman said without moving her lips. 
 

Just my luck. I get a nurse who's a ventriloquist. Probably heard that I have show biz connections, and wants to show off her act. Well it could have been worse. I could have woken up in the mime ward. 
 

One of my boys stepped into view behind her and put his hands on her shoulders. He was dressed like a security guard. In my muddled state, it took me a few seconds to realize that he must have come straight from the set. 
 

"You're OK mom," he said. 
 

"Charles?" 
 

"Yeah mom, I'm here." 
 

"Where am I?" 
 

"We're at Grey Hospital. You collapsed outside the set. Uh... you should have warned us that you were coming." 
 

His voice was deep and warm and reassuring, like a blanket that I could wrap myself up in. Even when he wasn't trying, it was the voice of a star. 
 

"I wanted to surprise you," I said. 
 

I tried to look around for the other boys, but I still couldn't lift my head from the pillow. 
 

"Are your brothers here?" 
 

"Uh... Doug's out in the hall, talking to the doctor. He'll be back in a minute." 
 

"And Bernard?" 
 

Charles looked away for a second. 
 

"Well... the director said that one of us had to stay on the set. We're already behind schedule. Bernie didn't want to, but..." 
 

Poor Charles. Great actor, lousy liar. I knew what was really going on. Bernie didn't want to see me like this, lying in a hospital bed. I should have known it would upset him. 
 

"I understand," I said. "The show must go on." 
 

Then a thought occurred to me. 
 

"Oh no! Has anyone talked to Albert yet?" 
 

"No mom. He's on location in Thailand for that pirate movie. It's still the middle of the night out there." 
 

"Well someone needs to call and tell him that I'm all right. We don't want him to see something on the morning news that panics him into flying halfway around the world just to be here." 
 

"Uh... I'll take care of that. I also tried to get through to Eddie back in LA, but he's not answering his phone. He's probably..." 
 

"Yeah, I know," I said, sparing him the necessity of making up another excuse for his wayward brother. "Why don't you go see what's keeping Doug?" 
 

Charles nodded and went out, leaving me alone with the girl in the funny glasses. 
 

"Hi," she said, "My name is Skye. I don't know if Charles has said anything about me, but..." 
 

"Don't be silly!" I said. "Of course he's told me all about you. Although I must say that I didn't believe him when he told me how pretty you are. But now I see that he wasn't blinded by love after all." 
 

Actually, Charles hadn't said a word about her, and I was forced to get all the really juicy gossip from Eddie. He's the only one who calls me anymore. Figures, since he's the only one without a regular job to keep him busy. I can't understand why Charles would talk to Eddie about his girlfriend but not me. 
 

Skye smiled and blushed. 
 

"I had hoped that we would meet under better circumstances." 
 

"Yes," I said in agreement. 
 

I tried to look at her eyes rather than her mouth. The whole talking without moving her lips thing was really kind of creepy. Of course, now I was looking at a little subtitled version of our conversation scrolling by on her glasses. I just wasn't gonna win with this one. 
 

She nodded. I waited for her to say something else, but she just sat there staring silently at me. Apparently conversation was not one of her skills. Unfortunate, because she was not the sort of woman who could get by on her looks, either. 
 

I had to wonder what Charles was doing with her. He was at the top of his career. He had a hit series, he was idolized by millions. The world was his oyster. He could be dating super models, or actresses, and yet here he was with this skinny deaf girl. And a writer, too! I could have understood it if she was a director or a producer or a studio exec. But a writer? What was the point? 
 

We sat there in silence, looking each other over. A minute went by. Obviously, it was gonna be up to me to carry the conversation. 
 

"Um... do you know if the press is outside?" I asked. 
 

It was a stupid question. Of course they were out there. Probably lined up three deep waiting to find out if I was gonna live or die. Good thing I can think on my feet. I'd managed to turn a story where my boys would have looked like insensitive jerks for turning their mother away into one about my own failing health. The boys would look like dutiful sons for coming to visit me in the hospital, and the whole thing would be a good plug for their series. And if any of the newsites used the footage of my argument with that guard, it would only be to show how his rude behavior brought on my attack. I know reporters, they like to have a clear villain for their stories. 
 

Sky nodded. 
 

"I'm afraid so. It's quite a madhouse out there." 
 

"Oh dear. Um... do you by any chance have a mirror? I hate to think what my makeup must look like after all this excitement." 
 

She produced a compact from her purse and held it open for me so that I could survey the damage. Something had rubbed away my makeup in an outline around my nose and mouth. The oxygen mask, I realized. It made me look like a chimpanzee. 
 

"Yech." 
 

Skye smiled. 
 

"I could fix that for you, if you want." 
 

"Well that would be..." 
 

I started to agree, but then I took a good look at what she'd done with her own face and through better of it. "...nice. But I think I'll just wait until the sedative wears off and do it myself." 
 

The door to the room opened, and I heard the boys walk in. 
 

"I knew it! I just knew it!" one of them shouted. 
 

"Calm down!" the other said. "OK, so it wasn't a heart attack. That's good news, right?" 
 

Skye turned in the direction of the voices. I fumbled around with the control for the bed, and finally got my head elevated enough to see what was going on. 
 

"What is it?" Skye asked. 
 

"I'll tell you," Doug said. "Mom didn't have a heart attack. She faked the whole thing!" 
 

"I didn't have a heart attack?" 
 

"Um... no mom," Charles said. "Apparently not. The Doctor says your heart tests out fine. He thinks what you experienced was a panic attack, instead." 
 

"Thank God," I said. "Does that mean that I can get out of here now?" 
 

"Jesus!" Doug shouted. "Is that all you're gonna say? It doesn't bother you for a second that you scared everybody half to death just to get a little attention, does it?" 
 

"Well, I am sorry if I scared you, but I will thank you not to raise your voice to me, young man. And I never said that I'd had a heart attack. You all told me that when I woke up, and I assumed that you knew what you were talking about. As for the panic attack... well, I'm not sure if I'm supposed to apologize for that or not. Is there some list of medical conditions that I can develop without inconveniencing you? If so, give me a copy and I'll try to restrict myself to it in the future." 
 

Doug turned a deep crimson. 
 

"Are you at least happy that I'm OK? Or does that take a back seat to the fact that I upset your precious schedule? Well, don't let me keep you, when you obviously have more important places to be. God forbid you should miss a rub down or a squash game on my account." 
 

Charles stepped in between us. 
 

"Mom, don't you start up with this too." 
 

"OK, I'm sorry," I said. "Does everybody hear that! I am sorry! I am sorry I got sick! I am sorry that it dragged you away from work for a couple of precious hours! And I am sorry that it was only a panic attack, and not something exciting like a stroke or a heart attack! Can I make it up to you by getting cancer?" 
 

"Maybe if we just all take a step back and..." Charles started to say. 
 

"And what? I have a panic attack and wind up in the hospital and my sons come to complain that I didn't get something more serious. How am I supposed to react to that?" 
 

Doug started to say something nasty, but Charles cut him off. 
 

"OK. That's it. By the authority of the secret brotherhood of super spies, I am hereby instituting the sixty second rule." 
 

Doug glared at him, but went along with it. They walked into opposite corners of the room and stood there with their backs to me, not saying anything. 
 

Damn. I hate this game. They invented it when they were twelve. Every time I start winning an argument, they do the "minute of silence" and kill my momentum. I never did find out which one of them came up with the idea. 
 

I waited for them to count out the seconds to a full minute. Finally, they turned around and walked back to me. 
 

"I'm sorry," Doug said, a little stiffly. "I did not mean to imply that I wish you would have a heart attack." 
 

"Well, that's something," I said. "I just don't understand why you're mad at me. I mean, I wake up in the hospital, and you're all acting as if you're the ones who have been inconvenienced. What's the deal. If anything, this is a windfall for you. It'll be great publicity for your..." 
 

"I KNEW IT!" Doug hissed. "I knew this was some sick publicity stunt!" 
 

"I'm just saying..." 
 

"No mom! Don't you get it? Do you have any idea what our lives are like? I leave my hotel room and I have reporters following me! I go to restaurants, and people try to steal the fork that I used! I can't even walk into a bathroom without having people point and whisper about me! The last thing we need is more publicity!" 
 

"Bite your tongue!" I shouted. I hadn't meant to raise my voice, but it just got out of me. "Do you actually think that you have a tough life? Ha! You don't know what tough is! Navy Seals, they have a tough life. People working for minimum wage at McDonalds, they have a tough life! Starving tribesman in Africa, they have a tough life! You... Do you know that if we stopped people on the street and asked, nine out of then of them would trade places with you in a heartbeat? Would give up everything they own, their wives, their families, just to have what you do?" 
 

"Mom, I'm just saying..." 
 

"Oh, I know. It's really tough being loved by the world. Having people recognize that you have a gift, that you're something special. Well let me tell you, it gets a hell of a lot worse when they stop paying attention to you." 
 

"Mom, he's only..." Charles started to cut in, but I wouldn't let him. 
 

"No, I understand. I really do. You've got a hit series. You feel like you're on top of the world. You think you can afford to complain about being famous. But let me tell you, nothing lasts forever. And no actor is ever master of his own fate. If the world stops paying attention to a painter, he can still paint. A sculptor can still sculpt. A writer can still write. But an actor? You are always at the mercy of other people to give you roles. To give you the chance to show the world what you are capable of. And when they stop giving you those roles, it's over. Believe me, there is nothing worse than having that special talent, that spark, and no way to share it with the world. So that it just rots and festers inside you for lack of use. So forgive me if I worry about whether or not the world is watching you. Because I know what kind of gift you have, and what a damn shame it would be to waste it." 
 

Doug stood fuming, red in the face. He knew I was right. 
 

Charles looked at me. 
 

"Mom, we're just saying that most parents don't try to live their lives through their children. You've got to..." 
 

I cut him off with a laugh.
 

"Charles, that is absolute horse shit. 'Most parents'... Do you honestly think that 'most parents' ever achieve any of their life's dreams? Do you think they ever get to write the great American novel, or cure some great disease, or stop a war? Hell no! For most of them... OK, for most of us, the only thing that we give to this world, the only thing that we leave behind, is our children. We put more of our blood, our sweat, and our souls into raising you than into anything else we do in our entire lives. And you are fucking insane if you think that there is a parent out there who doesn't bask in the glow of their child's accomplishments, who doesn't take a little of the credit for giving such a gift to the world." 
 

"Yeah, but mom, you've gotta admit that you..." 
 

"Yes. OK. I admit it. I go a little further than 'most parents'. But who are you to complain about it? I scrimped and saved and sacrificed so that you would have everything. Would you like me to show you the scar from when I sold that kidney to buy your father's DNA? I made sure that you would have the best start anyone could: looks, and talent, and brains. And then later, an education, and connections, and opportunities to meet the right people. And I'm supposed to be sorry for that? Well I'm not gonna do it! I'm damn proud of raising you boys. And if I die tomorrow, at least I'll be able to look God in the eye, point to you boys and say 'There. There is the one thing I gave back to the world. And damn it, I think I deserve a little credit for it!" 
 

Charles took a step back. Doug look stunned. 
 

Wow. That had been a good speech. I'd have to use it in my memoirs. If only I'd been recording it. Now how did it start? "I know I've given you more than..." 
 

Doug glared at me. Opened his mouth, but didn't say anything. Finally turned and walked out of the room. It was OK. I knew that he'd call in a day or two and apologize. 
 

I looked back at Charles. He was sitting on the end of the bed, exchanging hand gestures with Skye. I watched the two of them signing back and forth for a while. It was kind of cute. 
 

Hm. Maybe Charles was a bit craftier than I'd given him credit for. The whole signing thing, it was charming. And it would look great on TV. They just needed to do it somewhere that the reporters could catch it on video. Maybe a cafe. Or the theater. Of course, we'd have to do a little work on Skye first. Shave a little off the nose, add a little to the breasts. She could use my surgeon. Oh, and a decent haircut, of course. Who knows? After I finished my fairy godmother routine, she might just clean up into a princess. 
 

And then... a wedding? Of course, what could be more perfect? Charles Rockland marries some poor little deaf girl. The newsites would eat it up! 
 

I rang for the nurse. I needed to get dressed and out of this place. My publicist and I had a lot of work to do.
 

 
 







Chapter 22:
 The Gumshoe
 Friday April 25, 3:38 PM

I walked back to the car, and found that the kitten was awake. At least, he seemed to be awake. It's hard to tell with something that young. His eyes were still closed, but his paws were batting the air, and his mouth was open. I got out the eye dropper, and he sucked down a few more spoonfuls of milk, then curled up in the towel. Which he'd peed on. Well, I could wash it when I got home. 
 

I turned the car around and started the drive back. It would take me two and a half hours to reach the outskirts of Atlanta, so I decided to put the time to good use and tackle some of our other cases. You know, the ones we were actually being paid for. 
 

First up, there was Ms. Hastings' investigation about the new son-in-law and his mysterious ex-wife who was in prison down in Mobile. It took three phone calls, a bit of sucking up to an overworked clerk, and a little fancy footwork around the prison rules, but I finally managed to get her on the phone. Nice lady. Real polite. Genuinely wanted to help. Only, she couldn't understand this whole Collin-getting-re-married thing, seeing as how he was still hitched to her. 
 

Hm. That might put a kink in his honeymoon plans. Once I explained the situation, she was happy to provide me with a sample of her signature. Funny thing: it didn't match the one on the divorce papers that Cartwright had filed in Santa Monica last year. 
 

Gotcha. 
 

I thanked Brittany and asked if there was anything I could send her by way of a thank you. She said that prison food sucked, so anything edible would be good. After I hung up, I told Sherwin to put in an order for one of those gift baskets with dried fruit and stuff. I didn't think our client would complain about the expense. Then I added a quick summary of our conversation to the case file, and flagged it for Jen's attention. She could add the right mumbo-jumbo touch to the final report --tarot cards or astrology or whatever-- and send it along to the client. 
 

After that, it was back to our other open case, Skye and her clone boyfriend. I called up a friend on the force, and managed to sweet talk her into running the license plate number of the car that Jen had tailed last night, the one that had picked up Charles behind the Ritz Carlton. It turned out that the mysterious black concordance was owned by "United Inter-Imaging Systems", a company that I'd never heard of. Not surprising, since a search of the web indicated that they don't do any advertising, sell any product, have any employees, or own a physical office anywhere. Hm. Someone was going out of their way to maintain their privacy. I tried the number that Rockland had dialed to summon the car, but got Bugs Bunny on voicemail again. A check of the number with the reverse directory turned up only the fact that it was unlisted. No big surprise there. 
 

I hit the edge of Atlanta in the middle of rush hour, Luckily, I was going into the city and all the traffic was heading out to the suburbs. Half an hour later I pulled into the lot behind our office. I checked the kitten. It hadn't died yet, so I fed it a few more droppers of milk, and then wrapped it up in a fresh towel to carry it in. Who knows? Maybe the little thing would actually pull through. He was already looking a little better than he had this morning. I grabbed the cooler with the rest of the milk in it, and headed up to the office. 
 

Our door was still set to read Fortress Security. I tucked the cooler under my arm and pressed my thumb against the lock plate, but there was no click. I tried again. Still nothing. I licked my thumb and wiped it off on my shirt, figuring that I must have gotten some dirt on it. But the lock still didn't click. Finally, I gave a tug on the knob, and the door swung open without resistance. 
 

At this point, I noticed two things. The first was the bolt that normally holds the door shut. It had been sawed neatly in two. The second was the woman standing in our office. She was tall, around six feet, in black pants and a black shirt. And she was wearing a clown mask. Jen's clown mask, to be exact. She must have grabbed it off the desk when she heard me coming in. It was the surgical gloves, though, which convinced me that this was not a social call. 
 

I smiled, whipped out my special issue desert eagle .44 magnum with the laser sight and extended magazine, and said, 
 

"Well, we can do this the easy way, or the hard way." 
 

Or at least, that's what I would have done if I was like the PIs in the movies. Me, I don't even carry a gun. Haven't since I left the force. They have this annoying habit of making holes in people. So the woman and I just stood there, looking at each for a few seconds. I was holding a half-dead cat in one hand, and a cooler full of milk in the other. Neither seemed like much of a weapon. Apparently, she'd reached the same conclusion. 
 

She came at me fast. I made a quick decision between the cooler and the cat, and tossed the cooler at her. I thought it might distract her, but no luck. She batted it out of the way without even slowing down, then tagged me with some kind of kick that I'd only seen before in Japanese video games. It caught me on the side of the face with a sound like a whip cracking. Luckily, the move turned out to be long on style but short on real impact. It stung like hell and left me with a ringing in my ear, but didn't take me out of the fight. 
 

I tried to return the favor with an uppercut to her chin, but my right hand was full of kitten, and my left isn't as fast. She ducked down and knocked my feet out from under me with some sort of spinning leg sweep. I landed on my back with a thud. 
 

Now, at this point, a smart guy would have realized that he was no match for Bozo the Ninja clown. A smart guy would have stayed down and let her get away. 
 

Unfortunately, I'm just not that bright. 
 

The only advantage I had was position. OK, being flat on your back isn't usually the tactical high ground in a fight, but at least I was blocking the doorway. As she leapt over me to make her escape, I managed to grab one of her feet. She tripped, and went face down into the hallway linoleum with a very satisfying "smack". 
 

I held onto that foot. She tried to squirm away, but couldn't get any purchase on the slick floor. Slowly, I pulled her towards me. She kicked with her free leg, but couldn't see what she was doing and only managed to bruise my shoulder. If I could just get close enough to rip that mask off her... 
 

Suddenly, the other shoe dropped. Or to be more precise, it came off in my hand. 
 

Free of my grip, she flipped over to face me and aimed a kick that caught me right between the eyes. My head jerked back and the world exploded into red. 
 

I blinked, trying to keep my eyes on her. But by the time my vision cleared, she was up on her feet and running down the hall. Only... 
 

Only now she had a tail. And pointy ears. And a black leather cat suit. 
 

She reached the corner and glanced back at me. She was still wearing the clown mask, but her whiskers were poking through it now. She meowed once, cracked her whip, and was gone. 
 

It took me a second to remember where I had seen this all before. 
 

Oh. So that's what was going on. 
 

I shook my head. Nothing came loose, which I figured was a good sign. I looked around. The rest of the world seemed normal. No talking animals. No cartoon characters coming out of the walls. I hadn't slipped over the edge completely. Just one garden variety hallucination. Happens when you get hit on the head too much. Nothing to panic about. 
 

I stood up and did a quick inventory of damaged body parts. Nothing broken or severed, which I knew my HMO would be glad to hear. In the doorway, I found the kitten lying where I had dropped it when I landed on my back. It was awake, and didn't seem to be any the worse for wear. Guess life had already taught it to expect a few hard knocks. 
 

The woman's shoe was still lying in the hall. I picked it up and looked it over. It was black, like everything else she wore. I suppose I could have pulled a Prince Charming and asked all the eligible young women in Atlanta to line up and try the thing on, but that seemed kinda time consuming. And besides, I already knew who she was. 
 

The reason I knew was... well, that's kind of a long story that involves crazy Cherokee and totems and this time that she and I broke into the High Museum of Art together. I'd rather not try to explain it. 
 

My phone rang.
 



 
 







Chapter 23:
 The Psychic
 Friday April 25, 7:15 PM

The phone rang one. Twice. While I waited for Drew to pick up, I sorted through the wreckage of my apartment. I just couldn't believe that someone had done this. In the kitchen nook, I found the sink full of flour, and dry cat food, and laundry detergent. The empty containers were lying on the floor. What, they thought that I was hiding secret documents in the cat food box?

 

"Hello?" Drew finally answered. "Drew, it's Jen. We've got a problem." 
 

"I've noticed. Where are you now?" 
 

"At home. Somebody tossed my place. Pretty thorough job, too. I don't think they took anything, but..." 
 

I glanced to the side and spotted my collection of herbal teas. They'd been emptied into the trash can. 
 

"AHHHH!" 
 

"Jen?" 
 

"Nothing. It's just... oh no." 
 

A wave of panic rushed over me as I remembered the Book of Shadows, with all my personal spells in it. I rushed over to the bed and checked the secret panel where I hide it. Luckily, the grimoire was still there. 
 

"Never mind," I said, "I'm OK." 
 

"Get out of there now." 
 

"Chill Drew. Whoever tossed the place is gone. Lucky for them, too. Because when I get my hands on them..." 
 

"No. Get out now. They may have left bugs behind, and I don't want them listening in on our conversation. Speaking of that, I'm gonna take a walk down the hall myself, in case they've bugged the office." 
 

I could hear footsteps on the other end of the phone. 
 

"All right," I said. "Give me a sec to clear out of here." 
 

I checked on Medea, who was still hiding under the bed. Apparently, my cat was even more upset about the break in than I was. I left her there, and walked out of my apartment and down to the car. 
 

"OK," I said to Drew. "I'm clear on this end. Do you have any idea who..." 
 

"Oh yeah. I walked in on her a few minutes ago, while she was tossing the office. She left her footprint on my face." 
 

"Did you get a look at her?" 
 

"Uh... sort of. Do you remember Linda?" 
 

"Linda? Linda who?" 
 

"Linda Jordan. She was working for Justin Weir last year, around the same time you took that case for him." 
 

"What? The bodyguard? What has she got to do with any of this?" 
 

"Well, she described herself to me as a 'professional troubleshooter.' I'm guessing that with Weir dead, she's gone freelance. Probably has some contacts in the entertainment industry from her time with Justin." 
 

"Wait a minute Drew-- how do you know any of this? I never introduced you to Linda." 
 

"It's a long story." 
 

"Good," I said. "I like long stories." 
 

"Some other time, right now we need to..." 
 

"Let me help you," I said. "Once upon a time..." 
 

"Arrrg. All right. Short version: I went looking for you when you disappeared last year and I managed to backtrace you as far as Weir. Linda helped me with the search, and we snuck into a Christian Militia base trying to rescue you." 
 

"Uh... Drew? I've never been on a Christian Militia base in my life." 
 

"Oh sure. You tell me that now." 
 

"Whatever," I said. I'd tease the full story out of him later. "So you're thinking that Linda is working for Charles now?" 
 

"It makes sense. Skye is convinced that he's in some sort of trouble. So maybe he hired Linda to get him out of it." 
 

"Maybe. But then how did she find out about us?" 
 

"Good question. My guess is that she doubled back on you last night and got your license plate number." 
 

"Doubled back on me? Hello Drew, I am not an amateur at this." 
 

"No, but neither is she." 
 

I thought about it. Much as I hated to admit it, I might have let my guard down after I dropped the tail on her last night. I certainly wasn't as alert as I could have been. 
 

"Oh, she is in such a world of trouble when I catch up with her," I said. 
 

"Fine, let's just concentrate on the 'catching' part for now. Your evil plans for revenge can wait. As I'm looking at it, this whole case just got a hell of a lot more complicated. Now that Linda knows we're checking up on Charles, she's gonna do everything she can to screen his activities from us. And if that's not bad enough, she's also gonna be digging into our business, trying to find out who our employer is." 
 

"So we're gonna have to play offense and defense at the same time? Yech. This is getting complicated." 
 

"Yeah, but at least now we know who she is, and she doesn't know that we know. I haven't figured out a way to use that yet, but it's something. Of course, we still don't know where she's staying or..." 
 

"Oh yeah we do," I cut in. 
 

"You've got something?" 
 

"Yeah. I retrieved my bugs from Charles' trailer today. --Oh, and in case you hadn't heard, his mother is in the hospital. Really fucked up the shooting schedule. -- Most of the stuff they recorded is pretty boring: chats with the makeup artist, a talk with director... oh, and like an hour of him reciting lines to himself. But there is one interesting tidbit. Here, listen for yourself." 
 

I had Cassandra pull the relevant audio clip, and Charles' voice sprang to life. 
 

"Yeah, it's me." 
 

He was talking on the phone, and unfortunately the bugs could only pick up his end of the conversation. 
 

"Really? You're sure? " 
 

. . . 
 

"Yeah, best to move him then." 
 

. . . 
 

"Will that be safe?" 
 

. . . 
 

"Maybe. I have dinner plans with Skye tonight. She's getting a little suspicious about all my sudden disappearances." 
 

. . . 
 

"OK, but it will have to be late." 
 

. . . 
 

"No, I'm still trying to figure out my way around this town." 
 

. . . 
 

"Just a second, let me get a pen." 
 

. . . 
 

"Right, 14th and..." 
 

. . . 
 

"A giant what?" 
 

. . . 
 

"You're kidding. A camel? That's funny."
 

 . . . 
 

"Right, I know the drill." 
 

. . . 
 

"Yeah, I can find that. I'll call you when I'm there." 
 

The clip ended. 
 

"So you know what they have to be talking about," I said. 
 

"Oh yeah," Drew responded. 
 

In this line of work, the two of us spend a lot of time staking out cheap motels. And there is only one building in Atlanta that had a giant plastic camel out front. The Sheherazade. Come for the Camels, stay for the Humps.

 

"All right," Drew went on. "Let's head over there and set up surveillance. If Linda or Charles turns up we can..." 
 

"You're gonna have to start without me. Remember? I told you that I have a wiccan thing tonight. I won't be free till around midnight." 
 

"Oh yeah. So what is it this time? Howling at the moon?" 
 

"Uh... something like that." 
 

I wasn't sure that Drew would appreciate the spiritual aspects of a nude production of Oklahoma. But then, you never know.
 



 
 







Chapter 24:
 The Gumshoe
 Saturday April 26, 12:08 AM

"Room 214: quiet", I whispered into the throat mic. 
 

"Room 215: Water running, sounds like someone is in the shower. 
 

"Room 216: television on, the Cherry Chang show 
 

"Room 217: quiet 
 

"Room 218: quiet 
 

"Room 219: low moaning, squeaking bed springs, periodic whispers of 'Oh, yeah, that's the money maker'. Sound of Music playing in the background. Doe, a deer, a female deer. 
 

"Room 220: loud male voices, laughter. Sounds like a party." 
 

That completed my sweep of the second floor. I turned off the rifle mic and gave my ears a rest. I'd been sitting in my car for nearly four hours, staring at the garish grandeur of the Scheherazade and listening to the secret whispers of its patrons. Outside, the place looked like some faded dream of the Arabian Nights. Or maybe the Taj Mahal, if some corporation brought it up and converted it into a Motel 6. All brightly colored mosaics and pointed archways and the silhouettes of minarets against the moonlit sky. Only the mosaics were missing most of their tiles now, and the minarets were only fiberglass shells bolted onto the roof. And the archways... well, I guess they did lead to gardens of delight, after a fashion. 
 

Some days I think it's a real shame that I'm not in the blackmail business. In the last few hours I'd collected enough material to put the squeeze on a lawyer, two real estate agents, and an orthodontist who liked to be called "the love machine." What I did not have yet was a single peep out of Linda. If she was in there somewhere, she wasn't being chatty. 
 

Her car, the black concordance, was parked in the space between rooms 114 and 115. So the odds were good that she was in one of those two rooms, or maybe somewhere near them on the second floor. Under normal circumstances, I would have just bribed the night clerk to tell me which one. But with Linda I had to be careful. I'd bet a hundred bucks that she'd left a hefty tip with the clerk and instructions to call her if anyone came nosing around. 
 

So all I could do now was wait. I'd tucked my car into an unlit corner of the parking lot, next to the dumpster. The smell was horrible, but I've done stakeouts in worse places. --Ask me about the case that Jen and I worked at a McDonalds once.-- Anyway, sooner or later, either Linda would come out of that building, or Charles Rockland would go in. 
 

A paranoid thought occurred to me: What if Linda wasn't in her room, because she was out here running surveillance on me? I got out of the car and took a quick look around, just to be sure. There was no one lurking in the shadows behind my car. This time, anyway. I got back in. 
 

I was letting the night get to me. Well, the night and the fact that I know how Linda operates. She is not someone that you want to cross, if you can help it. Luckily, I had a couple of advantages on her, this time around: 
 

#1: I knew where she was (well, more or less). And... 
 

#2: She thought that she knew where I was. 
 

Before I left the office, I ran a sweep of my car, and found the tracker that she'd hidden under my rear bumper. It was a nice one too, more expensive than the model I use. It seemed like a waste to break such a pretty thing, so I took it down to the corner pizzeria and slipped it onto one of their delivery cars. Let Linda spend the whole night following that guy around. 
 

A van drove up, and a bald, heavy set man in a black T-shirt got out. He walked up to room 220 and pounded on the door. I flipped on the rifle mic in time to hear him say, 
 

"Your hour's up". 
 

The guys hosting the bachelor party let him inside, and I lost the rest of their conversation to the loud music and shouting. The door opened again five minutes later, and the bald guy walked out holding an armful of veils and some bits of costume. He was followed by two women in trench coats. Neither of them was Linda. 
 

I turned the mic off, and resumed my wait. After a few minutes my eyelids started getting heavy, and I had to play little games with myself to stay awake. Counting the number of cars in the parking lot. Making a list of my ten favorite movies. Trying to remember the plots of cartoons I'd seen when I was a kid. 
 

After a while I looked up and watched the moon playing hide and seek with the clouds. My tired brain conjured up weird images from their shapes. A cat jumping on a trampoline. A snake devouring its tail. A teddy bear holding a gun. The bear turned to look at me, and seemed surprised. It raised its weapon... 
 

A sudden noise snapped me out of the waking dream. A fluttering of wings nearby. I turned and saw that something had landed on my rear view mirror. A mockingbird. I thought they only came out during the day? Guess I wasn't the only one with a case of insomnia. It looked at me. 
 

"Well, you're a tame little fellow." I said. 
 

It cocked its head to the side and started talking.
 

 

And fools will seek to tame,
 

The sweet poison that is fame, 
 

With a hunger that will blind them to its sting.
 

 

The bird closed its beak, and hopped from one foot to the other. 
 

"Uh... that's quite a mouthful," I said. 
 

It bobbed its head and opened its beak again.
 

 

But I will hide my face
 

From their frantic ratings race 
 

And the empty love of strangers that it brings.
 

 

It finished, and then stood there. It looked at me, as if waiting for me to say something. I shrugged. I wasn't sure how to make small talk with a bird. Well, at least it wasn't repeating "nevermore" over and over again. 
 

I turned to check on the kitten, but discovered that my partner had climbed into the car while I wasn't looking. He was sitting with the little runt in his lap, cradling it in one of his big prehensile feet. 
 

"Do you mind?" I said, pointing to his feet. "Who knows what you've stepped in? Would it kill you to wear shoes?" 
 

He put one of his big clod hoppers up on the dashboard. 
 

"You think Nike makes 'em in my size?" 
 

"Well at least wash 'em before you handle the cat." 
 

I popped open the glove compartment and got out some fresh-wipes. Monk rolled his eyes but tore open a package and cleaned his feet with one. 
 

"When did you get here, anyway?" I asked. "I didn't hear you get in." 
 

"Me? I never left. You just stopped ignoring me." 
 

He finished cleaning his feet and tossed the wipe into the back seat. He picked the kitten up in one of his big fuzzy hands and sniffed it. He wrinkled his nose. 
 

"You might want to think about giving this thing a bath." 
 

"I would," I said, "but the fur sticks to my tongue." 
 

I knew that something wasn't right about this situation, but I couldn't put my finger on it. Well, I'd think of it later. Right now I had a few questions for my partner. 
 

"By the way, Monk, what am I doing here?" 
 

"Why am I here?" Monk repeated. "You want the long answer to that, or the really long answer to that?" 
 

"Don't get metaphysical with me. I mean the case. Why did you send Skye to me, that whole stunt with you giving her my business card?" 
 

Monk shrugged. 
 

"Maybe you needed the work." 
 

"Thanks, but a Google ad would have been more helpful. What's the real reason?" 
 

"She's a damsel in distress. That's not reason enough?" 
 

I shook my head. 
 

"Read the news sometime. Whole lotta damsels out there in need of rescuing. Why send this particular one my way?" 
 

Monk took off his fedora and scratched his head. He found a small bug and ate it. 
 

"You sure you wanna be asking these kinds of questions?" he said. 
 

"Probably not," I admitted, "but I'm asking anyway." 
 

"Suit yourself." 
 

He opened another packet of fresh-wipes and started cleaning the kitten. 
 

"The whole thing started about a week ago," he said. "When this fox came strolling into my office. Beautiful brown pelt, big dark eyes, and hindquarters that went on and on and... well, I knew right away that she was trouble with a capital T. She spun me some song and dance about needing a job taken care of in the sleeper world. She gave me Skye's name, said that the lady would be needing a private dick real soon, and I should make sure that you were the dick. But the fox wouldn't get real specific about her own interest in the case. So I told her that I'd think about it." 
 

"So you've got me chasing Skye's boyfriend because a talking fox walked into your office?" 
 

"Nah. I don't go running after every Lassie with a nice tail. But the next day, this turtle comes in." 
 

"A turtle?" 
 

"Yeah. Some young punk. Real tough guy. Forearms like jackhammers. Anyway, this gentleman claims that he's working for one of the deeper powers. And his boss would be real appreciative if we could look into a little case that will be coming to the attention of a certain Skye Phillips. Guy said his boss is the kind of non-anthropomorphised entity that you don't say 'no' to. I asked him why his boss was so interested in the case, but the turtle said that smart guys don't ask questions like that. Suggested that I do the same, if I didn't want to wind up as a rug." 
 

"And that's when you contacted Skye?" 
 

"Hell no. You think I let myself get pushed around by every punk with an armored carapace? Nah. But things were getting interesting. So the next day I wasn't surprised when she walked in." 
 

"Who?" 
 

"5'1", scales, and a caboose that literally rattled when she slithered in the doorway. Nice smile, too. If you like fangs." 
 

"Sounds like a certain dead Cherokee drag queen I know. What did the rattlesnake have to say?" 
 

"I'm not sure. She had a horrible lisp. Something about 'Ssssssskye'sss casssssse', but that was all I could understand." 
 

"And she's the reason you dragged me into this crazy situation?" 
 

"Nah. But by this point I just wanted to find out why so many people were yanking my chain about it. Figured that getting you on the case was a good start." 
 

"Thanks. Now I don't suppose you can tell me why..." 
 

I was interrupted by a frantic chirping to my left. I turned, and saw that the mockingbird had fallen off my mirror. It was lying on the pavement with a broken wing, squeaking in terror. 
 

I opened the door and leaned down to help it. But as I did there was a horrible roar, and a monstrous mouth rose up from the asphalt, like a shark surfacing from the depths, and swallowed it. I could hear the grinding of its teeth.
 



 
 







Chapter 25:
 The Psychic
 Saturday April 26, 12:31 AM

I tapped on the window again, and Drew woke up with a start. He looked around, all frantic, as if he was being busted for loitering or something. Then he saw me, and relaxed. He rolled down the window. 
 

"Good evening Sleeping Beauty," I said. "Not working too hard, I hope." 
 

Drew looked at his watch. 
 

"Sorry. I just..." 
 

"Ah forget about it," I said, filing away the incident for use the next time Drew caught me screwing up. "I know how these long stakeouts are. I take it from the position of your eyelids that nothing interesting has happened?" 
 

"No. It's been pretty dead." 
 

He unlocked the door and moved his kitten and the milk container off the passenger seat. I got in. 
 

"I was only out for ten minutes or so," he said. 
 

Hm. Linda's car was still in the lot, so we probably hadn't missed anything. I grabbed the rifle mic off the back seat and put on the headphones. I was anxious to get a bead on Linda and start dishing out a little payback for the mess she'd made at my apartment. 
 

"Which room is she in?" 
 

"I don't know yet." Drew said. "She's being quiet, and..." 
 

He trailed off. 
 

"And what?" I prompted. 
 

Drew turned to me. 
 

"And why are you humming I'm just a girl who can't say no?" 
 

"Oh. Was I?" 
 

"Yeah. You were." 
 

I shrugged. 
 

"Wow. Funny what your subconscious does. So you were bringing me up to speed on the stakeout?" 
 

"Uh... yeah." Drew said. 
 

He studied my face for a moment, then went on. 
 

"Like I said, I don't know which room Linda's in. But I've put a tracker on her car, and she has to come out sometime." 
 

"I guess. But it could be a long wait," I said. "You want to try and run a fiber optic snake into each of the rooms, see if we can spot her visually?" 
 

Drew wrinkled up his face. 
 

"That's tempting. But it would take us an hour to cover them all. And if she came out while were stuffing optical cable under someone's door..." 
 

"Yeah, we'd be busted." 
 

"Better to sit tight and wait. We'll get our shot at her." 
 

"We'd better," I said. 
 

I'd spent most of the afternoon concocting plans for payback. 
 

I turned on the rifle mic and panned it over the hotel windows, listening for some sign of our quarry. But Drew was right. If Linda was in there, she wasn't being talkative. After a few minutes of fruitless searching, I gave up and just hunted around for something interesting to keep me awake. There was a noisy couple banging away in 219, but the thrill of listening to other people have sex had worn off a long time ago. Occupational hazard, I guess. There was a party in 220. More groin games in 114. Eventually I settled on a room where the Cherry Chang show was playing. Her guests this time around were a couple of homeless women who were suing the government because Medicaid wouldn't pay for them to get breast implants. I'd been following the show for about fifteen minutes when I heard a phone ring in the background. 
 

"Yeah," It was Linda's voice. "Great. I'll be right there." 
 

Sometimes the universe just decides to play nice. I elbowed Drew. 
 

"Room 216. She's on her way out." 
 

A moment later the door opened, and Linda emerged wearing a black business suit. It seems like every time I see Linda she's wearing black. Someone must have told her that dark colors are slimming. 
 

"So how do you want to play this?" I asked Drew. 
 

"Let's split up. I'll follow her from a safe distance, using the tracker. You search her room, find out what she's been up to." 
 

"Sounds like a plan to me." 
 

I opened Drew's glove box and flipped through his collection of key cards. By now, we had the art of getting into cheap motel rooms down to an art. Oh, back in the old days we used to put a little more effort into it. We had all these crazy scams that we would run on hotel maids, trying to get their pass keys for a few seconds so that we could zip 'em through a card reader and get the access codes for the day. The thing was, we noticed after a while that most of these dives don't actually change the pass codes like they're supposed to. Hell, we've been using the same dummied up pass key for the Shaharazade for a couple of years now. Guess no one in their office has ever read that manual that came with their security system. 
 

By the time I found the card for the Shaharazade, Linda had climbed into her car and was backing out of her space. I waited till she'd driven out of sight, then I hopped out of Drew's rambling wreck. I nodded goodbye as he took off in pursuit, and then I made a beeline for her motel room. 
 

The pass key still worked. I opened the door slowly and very carefully. The way that Drew had been talking about Linda, you'd think she was some sort of super spy. I was halfway expecting there to be a booby trap on the door. You know, a plastique charge set to blow intruders to kingdom come. Or maybe something medieval, with a string and a crossbow. Luckily though, Drew's opinion of Linda proved to be a bit inflated. The door was clean. I moved into the room and shut it quietly behind me. 
 

Inside, the place was your standard issue faux-Arabian sex pit. A big round bed with a big round mirror over it. Leopard print sheets and pillow cases. A fake tiger skin rug in front of a fake fire. Paintings of harem girls hanging on the walls. A mini-bar stocked with massage oils and condoms and some improbable looking sex toys-- a couple of which must have been designed for use on farm animals. Large farm animals. 
 

The lights were off, but she'd left the TV on. The Cherry Chang show played on, throwing a colorless glow over everything. I did a quick search of the bedroom, but Linda had not been thoughtful enough to leave any obvious clues lying about. No incriminating photos. No schedules for secret meetings. No mysterious phone number scrawled on a matchbook cover. Somebody needs to take her aside and explain how this game is played. Bad guys leave clues, we find them. Linda wasn't holding up her end. 
 

I moved on to the closet, where I found two pieces of luggage. The first was a black nylon carry-on number, the kind that pilots and flight attendants use. Inside was three or four days worth of clothes, all of them black, right down to the underwear. Guess we knew who that one belonged to. In the front zippered compartment I found some bugs, a couple trackers, and a set of handcuffs. 
 

The second piece was a duffel bag, stuffed full of men's clothes: Jeans, t-shirts, a baseball cap, a couple pairs of sunglasses. And more clingy white boxers than an Abercrombie & Fitch ad. I checked the label in one of the jeans. 32 inch waist with a 32 inch inseam. That would be about right for Charles. Hm. Maybe this was a change of clothes for his secret identity? 
 

I was checking the cap for stray hairs when my phone rang. 
 

"Yeah?"
 

"It's Drew. Get out of there fast. She's on her way back." 
 

"What? Already?" 
 

"Yeah. She almost ran into me, she's in such a hurry. You must have set off an alarm or something." 
 

"Hey! No way!" I said, stuffing the jeans back into the duffel bag. "I checked the door, there was nothing on it." 
 

"Damn," Drew muttered. "Too late. She's in the parking lot." 
 

He didn't need to tell me. I heard the squealing of tires as her car screeched to a halt outside. For one panicked second I started heading for the door, but I caught myself in time. I'd be running straight into her. OK Jen, time to focus. 
 

"Any suggestions on a way out of this mess?" I asked Drew. 
 

"Uh... not unless you've perfected some sort of invisibility spell." 
 

"Rats," I said, trying to sound calmer than I felt. "I knew that there was something I meant to do last weekend." 
 

I looked at the door. Linda would be coming through it in a few seconds. I thought about hiding in the closet. But really, how long till she thought to look in there? Same problem with hiding under the bed. Or the bathroom. Or... 
 

Wait a minute. There's a window in the bathroom. Bingo. 
 

"I've got an idea," I told Drew, and hung up. 
 

I sprinted into the bathroom, closing the door behind me. The window was right were I remembered it being in these units, up over a shelf with little bottles of bath oils and scented soaps. The window was small, but I'm flexible. If I timed it just right, I could slip out onto the walkway while Linda was searching the closet and checking under the bed. 
 

I heard the front door open and slam against the wall with a thud. I scrambled up on the counter, managed not to knock over any little bottles, and opened the window. And then I heard a voice whisper. 
 

"She's in the bathroom with me." 
 

I turned around. There was no one visible, but the shower curtain was drawn closed. A print of crocodiles and reeds. 
 

They say that curiosity killed the cat. 
 

I heard the footsteps in the next room. I saw the bathroom door start to open... 
 

And I moved. I jumped off the shelf and threw my weight against the door, slamming it shut. There was a soft thud and some cursing, as Linda fell backwards into the bedroom. I locked the door and turned back to the shower. Two more steps and my hand was on the curtain. 
 

So who was Linda hiding away? Come out, come out, whoever you are. I pulled the curtain away. 
 

He stood there in the huge blue tiled tub, in a t-shirt and jeans, clutching a cell phone like it was a lifeline. His eyes were wide like a scared little boy. Charles. 
 

My heart dropped. He must have slipped in while Drew was asleep. Great. I'd been hoping for someone more interesting. A mistress. A hollywood mogul. Maybe an international arms dealer. Anybody but the one person that I already knew was involved in this case. I looked him in the eye, wanting to scold him for wasting my time. 
 

And that's when I saw it. 
 

This wasn't Charles. There was something different about the eyes. And the hair, now that I was paying attention. OK, maybe Charles could have curled his hair and added some highlights since I'd seen him this morning, but there was no way that it could have grown an inch and a half in one afternoon. This had to be one of the brothers who wasn't on the show. It could be Albert, but he was off doing some movie in Asia. So Eddie. This had to be Eddie Rockland. 
 

We stood there looking at each other for a couple of seconds. And then he screamed. 
 

"LINDA!" 
 

I heard the first kick land on the door, with a loud splintering sound. Involuntarily, I turned my head to look at it. But out of the corner of my eye I saw Eddie drop his phone and start to make a grab for me. I used the opportunity to teach him a little aikido move with this pretty Japanese name that translates roughly as with the wind at its back, oh how easily the gull soars. Or something like that. I think my instructor makes half this stuff up. Anyway, it sent Eddie flying over my back and crashing to the bathroom floor. I even managed to position him in front of the door, where he would help block it shut. 
 

Another kick, and chunks of thin plywood came flying off the door. Cheap construction, but it was working in my favor. If the door had been tougher, Linda would have broken the bolt with her first kick. As it was, the door was falling apart so fast that she couldn't land a solid blow on it. One of life's little ironies. 
 

I ran across the room, using Eddy's back as a springboard, and got a foot up on the counter. Another kick rattled the door, as I stuffed my head and arms through the window. Then an even louder one as I was struggling to pull my hips through. This one sounded like a solid kick that must have blown the remaining door clean off its hinges. I though I'd had it then, but Eddie's bulk lying on the floor must have bought me the extra split second I needed. I rolled onto the walkway with only a couple of minor scrapes, and started running.
 

 
 







Chapter 26:
 The Gumshoe
 Saturday April 26, 1:28 AM

I didn't even stop the car. I just slowed down a little while Jen jumped in the passenger side. Then I gunned it, and we flew out of that parking lot as fast as my poor old car would take us. I knew that Linda owned a gun. True, she hadn't actually shot at either of us yet. But I had the feeling that we were testing the limits of her good humor. 
 

As we drove away, Jen filled me in on her encounter with Eddie Rockland and gave me the basic Wikipedia bio on him. From the sound of it, Eddie was on a personal crusade to provide fodder for the tabloids. Several arrests for drug possession, along with an assortment of wacky behavior while under the influence. (Although personally, I don't believe that one story about his car and the otter habitat at the LA zoo.) An acting career that consists mostly of borderline porn, and a modeling career that's based on his ability to look like his brothers. And an endless stream of rumors that he is a "kept man" for this starlet or that studio executive. 
 

The pieces were starting to add up. Sort of. Skye believed that Charles was in trouble, and Eddy seemed to have a Ph.D. in that subject. Maybe one brother had dragged the other into something dirty. And then they'd brought in Linda to clean up the mess. Whatever it was. 
 

A few blocks away, I pulled in behind the bagel shop where Jen had left her car. 
 

"So what are your plans for the night?" she asked. 
 

"Home," I lied. "I need to catch up on my sleep. You?" 
 

"Oh, probably the same," she said. But she had that gleam in her eye, the one that she gets when she's plotting something. "Maybe I'll read up on Eddie before I drift off." 
 

"Is that so?" I asked. 
 

"Yeah." 
 

She was definitely up to something. I thought about calling her on it, but... Well, I had no idea what to do, anyway. We'd blown the element of surprise, and all it had gotten us was the name 'Eddie Rockland'. From here on in, Linda was gonna be all over us, blocking every move. Maybe it was time for one of Jen's crazy schemes. I just didn't want to know about it right now. I already had enough to worry about. 
 

"Sweet dreams," I said. 
 

I watched her get into her own car and drive off. And then I turned my attention to my other problem. 
 

So far, all I knew about Daniel's new activities were some cryptic mutterings about "the Master's Revels." Maybe if I went back to the Fallen Angel, I could try and dig up some more info on this "Master" guy. But I'd already used up my welcome with the necro-nerd crowd. The club's management was probably pretty pissed about my little animal rescue stunt the other night. Which meant the spike head twins in front would be keeping an eye out for me. 
 

I looked at the sleeping kitten. 
 

"You're a trouble maker, you know that?" 
 

It stretched and yawned. Probably as close as I was gonna get to an apology. 
 

Luckily, I had plan B. I flipped on my palmtop and had Sherwin bring up the Spytech web page. Nice company, they make some of the more cost-effective trackers on the market. Not the smallest, or the best, but by far the most convenient. The gizmos call in their location over the cell phone network, and then the company posts them on its website for you. A couple passwords later, I was looking at a map of Atlanta, with the locations of the trackers that I'd put on Daniel's and Vince's cars marked as glowing stars. 
 

The red star, which was Vince's car, was still parked out in front of his apartment. But the blue star, Daniel's car, was over at the Occidental Hotel. That's one of the priciest hotels in town. Daniel might have been sent there on a gig for the escort service... except that Daniel had told Buddy that he wouldn't be available late nights anymore. This had to be one of "The Master's" little get-togethers. 
 

The drive over took less than five minutes. I left the car behind a trendy Italian place on 14th, and walked the last block over. I didn't want to risk Daniel or Vince spotting my car in the Occidental's garage and recognizing it. 
 

I headed up the steps, past the dark stone fountains, and in the enormous front doors of the hotel. I tried to look like I belonged there, but I felt like a pauper walking into the king's castle. No, make that Dracula's castle. Whoever designed the Occidental was clearly operating under the theory that black marble would never go out of style. The building is big, and dark, and imposing, and practically oozes this sort of old world decadence. Just the sort of place that the necro-nerds would go nuts for. 
 

The problem now was to figure out where the undead-wannabees had congregated. Knowing that Daniel's car was parked underneath this pile of marble didn't give me a room number. Still, a group like that shouldn't be too hard to track down. You can't throw a party in a hotel like this without somebody on the staff noticing what's going on. Groups of people coming and going. Orders to room service for bottles of booze. Complaints about the noise. 
 

On my way in, I did a quick look around for possible sources of information. There was an older guy behind the concierge desk, late fifties, with an alert air about him. He watched me as I walked across the lobby. It was a good bet that he'd have the low down on any parties taking place in the building. But he looked a little too experienced to fall for my usual cons. 
 

The desk manager also looked like a tough sell. A woman in her mid-thirties, professional bearing. Probably too suspicious to charm, and too happy with her job to blow it over a small time bribe. I finally settled on the bellboy. He was a college age kid who looked bored with his job. Which meant that the bribe would seem big, and the risk of losing this gig wouldn't exactly fill him with dread. 
 

"Excuse me," I said. "I left a couple bags down in my car earlier. Could you help me?" 
 

He nodded and smiled. Nice smile, it probably brought him a lot of tips. He followed me on to the elevator. As we descended, I put on my embarrassed face. 
 

"Uh. I'm sorry about this," I said, pulling a fifty out of my pocket. 
 

The kid's eyes locked on the bill like a laser targeting system. 
 

"I don't really have any bags. I just need a little favor, and I was embarrassed to ask the desk clerk." 
 

"Uh.... what do you need?" The kid asked, suspicious. Probably wondering which one of us would have to get naked for this. 
 

"It's nothing, really," I said, holding the bill casually. "I'm just going to a party here, and I forgot the room number." 
 

The kid looked at me. Looked at the bill. 
 

"You must have noticed it. Lots of young men traipsing in. Blond young men." 
 

The kid thought about it. He knew something was up. It was just a question of whether or not he cared. 
 

"Yeah," he said. "I think I know the one you mean. It's up in one of the big suites on the fourteenth floor. 14 B, I think." 
 

"You think?" 
 

"It's 14 B. I've had to run liquor up to them a couple times." 
 

I started to hand him the bill, but stopped just as he was about to take it. 
 

"Oh, there was one more thing. I was invited by a friend of a friend. And I've forgotten the host's name. Can you find out who's renting the room?" 
 

The kid was not happy about this new question. He wasn't supposed to give out that kind of information. But now I had him hooked. In his mind, he'd already gotten the fifty and spent half of it. He wasn't about to give it up now. 
 

"I just need to know the name," I went on. "I don't want to look like an idiot by not knowing who the guy is when he comes to the door." 
 

The kid eyed me funny, but held his wrist up to his mouth. 
 

"Room 14 B. Customer profile." 
 

Words danced across a little screen mounted on the sleeve of his uniform. He read it back to me. 
 

"Jackson Montague," he said, reaching for the fifty. 
 

I thought for a second. The name sounded like it might be an alias. But I can't imagine a place like this letting someone take a suite without showing a credit card. And credit card companies tend to be pretty nosy about the real names of their customers. 
 

"Thanks," I said, and gave the kid the bill. 
 

He got off the elevator at the basement, probably to kill some time and make it look like he was delivering my nonexistent bags. I pressed the button for the 14th floor. On the way up, I tried to figure out what I would do. 
 

There were two ways to play this situation. The smart one was to go back to my office and dig up everything that there is to know about this Jackson Montague, aka "The Master". Find out why Daniel and Vince were going to so much trouble to meet this guy. Yep. Research was the smart move at this point. 
 

The problem was, Daniel was already up at that party, maybe bleeding to death into a punch bowl for all I knew. Which brings us around to the dumb way of handling this situation. Which is to actually go up to the fourteenth floor and try to infiltrate the party. A party that I had no business being at. I'm not blond. I'm not in my twenties. And I'm not remotely interested in having people cut me open with razor blades. And I can only fake one of those. 
 

Common sense finally overcame my Rambo complex around the tenth floor. I hit the button for the twelfth and got off. Then I caught it on the way back down and took it to the parking garage. Daniel's car was down there somewhere. Maybe I couldn't sneak into the middle of some vampire sex orgy and keep an eye on him. But I could at least make sure he got home OK. I found his car, and then found a stairwell with a view of it. I sat down to wait for him. 
 

In the meantime, I pulled out my palmtop and started a basic bio search on Jackson Montague. The name was unusual, and the facts came together pretty fast. He was a member of the Georgia Bar Association, and a full partner at King & Spalding, one of our city's more expensive options in justice evasion services. (When I was on the force, there was rumor going around that you could make the DA cry just by saying "King & Spalding". I never tried it, myself.) Anyway, it was clear that this Montague guy had both money and connections. 
 

On the personal side, there was a marriage certificate dated 2026 for him and a Miss Donatella Snell. Wisely, she had opted to take her husband's name after the marriage. According to the birth certificates, the couple had three children, ages 7, 5, and 2. Jointly, they owned a house in Buckhead, a condo in Gulf Shores, a cabin on Lake Lanier, three cars, a ski boat, and a single engine plane. Wow. I'm not the jealous type, but sometimes I think the communists might have been on to something after all. 
 

A quick search of the newsites turned up several hits in the society column. You know, Jackson Montague throws a benefit for homeless whales, that sort of thing. Plus a long series of stories detailing his court cases. Seems he has a habit of defending people with Russian last names and dubious reputations. It seemed strange that none of his high society friends objected to that. Well, maybe they think its exciting, hanging out with a mob lawyer. Anyway, there was nothing in the news sites indicating that Montague himself had ever been in any trouble, and his name had never crossed the police blotter. 
 

OK. So the guy was rich, socially connected, and mobbed up. But that still didn't explain why Daniel and Vince were so hot to hook up with him. I mean, Daniel has lots of rich clients with less eccentric sexual tastes. What was it about this guy that made him worth pursuing? I kept digging. 
 

I tried looking into the guy's early life. It wasn't easy. A lot of records that old are kept on paper, which as a storage medium is only a half step up from totally useless. Luckily, a few states have gone back and digitized their old files. --Mostly to make the genealogy buffs happy. 
 

Anyway, I finally caught up with Jackson Montague's past in New Orleans. A birth certificate recorded his entry into this world in 1987. Once I'd picked up the trail there, the rest was easy to track down. A diploma from Tulane law school in 2010. An earlier marriage certificate, to his first wife, Ms. Karen Saxon. A boy, Preston, born on December 5 of... of the same year that Daniel was born. 
 

Daniel's exact birth date. And the birth date for all the other boy's in Vince's file. Pay dirt. 
 

The pieces were starting to fit together. Vince was trying to run an heir finding scam on this guy. He was gonna present Daniel as Montague's long lost son. Only... 
 

Only that was stupid. Heir finding scams haven't worked in years. Not since they came out with DNA testing. Oh, so you've found my long lost son? Would you mind providing me with a small blood sample?

 

No. It would only work if Daniel really was Montague's long lost son. And then how could Vince have found him? How could he have picked Daniel out of all the thousands of kids from the camps with that birth date? There was no way to get at the records matching birth parents to the children they'd given up. At least no way that I could find. And I do this kind of thing for a living. How the hell could an amateur like Vince have pulled it off? It didn't make any sense. 
 

Nor, come to think of it, did the whole strategy of introducing Daniel to his father by way of a vampiric sex orgy. I mean, if Vince was here to present the heir and take a finder's fee, this was not the way to go about it. And besides, how happy would Montague be to see the son that he'd intentionally gotten rid of twenty years ago? I can't imagine him getting all mushy and generous over it. 
 

Unless... Vince was going to arrange a nasty accident for Montague, then let Daniel inherit. But that didn't make sense either. If that was Vince's game, why introduce Montague to Daniel at all? There would be no reason. And besides, I can't imagine that a lawyer like Montague would forget to leave a will, clearly stating where he wanted his money to end up. And I also can't imagine that he wrote Daniel into it. 
 

My head hurt from trying to force the pieces to fit together. But there had to be an explanation. I went back to the records. 
 

They didn't tell a happy story. I could trace baby Preston until he was about 3 years old. Kids that young don't normally have much of a paper trail, but Montague was a high profile guy, and liked to use his wife and kid as photo props. At three and a half years old, however, the trail stopped cold. There was no further mention of a Preston Montague in any documents. No death certificate. No drivers license. No high school graduation. No nothing. He just evaporated into thin air. That was the same year that Jackson Montague's first wife died, in a boating accident. 
 

I could make an educated guess about the chain of events. The blood test for homosexuality came out the year after Preston was born. But the wife, either she wouldn't let the kid be tested, or she wouldn't give him up after the results came back positive. Montague had gone along with it until she died. And then afterwards, he decided to start over. And little Preston went into the camps. 
 

At three and a half years old. I wondered how much he remembered. It's hard enough on the kids who were shipped off as infants. But to actually remember your parents. Your father's face. Your mother's voice... 
 

I put the palm display down. This was bringing up a lot of bad thoughts. Stuff that I thought I'd put to rest. Memories that shouldn't have any power over me anymore. There was a sudden smell of summer grass, and from somewhere close by, I heard my mother's voice, calling me in from... 
 

No. I fought back the hallucination. Sleep deprived or not, I refuse to let my brain go there. I refuse to be one of those loser guests on the Cherry Chang show, complaining about how my parents ruined my life. I can't choose my past, but I can forge my own present. 
 

I picked up the palmtop. I'd had enough of Jackson Montague for one sitting, so I turned to other matters. I went back to the Spytech website, and checked on the tracker that I'd placed on Linda's car. It was up in Buckhead now. I hit the playback feature, and watched it jump around, moving from nightclub to nightclub, with occasional jaunts out to apartment buildings. My guess was that she'd put it on a taxi. The pattern looked about right for a cab driver trying to catch some late night fares. Seems like Linda and I were working off the same play book. Which meant that I knew what her next move would be. 
 

I had Sherwin pull up the log for the bug that I'd left in my office. It had switched on a couple of times so far in response to random noises: a car honking out in the street, and someone walking by the door in hard soled shoes. But there was no evidence that anyone had broken into the office since I left. Which was good. It meant that Linda hadn't made her return visit yet. 
 

I heard some laughter and tucked away my palmtop. Peering out from the edge of the stairwell, I saw Daniel walking back to his car, with Vince's arm around his shoulder. 
 

With the rest of Vince still attached to it, unfortunately.
 

 
 







Chapter 27:
 The Woman in Black
 Saturday April 26, 4:14 AM

I shimmied down the drain pipe, and stepped onto the window ledge. Luckily, Parker's office building is only two stories tall --I'm really not into that whole high-altitude cat burglar thing. I'd brought a glass cutter with me, but I was surprised to find that the window was open. Parker must have gotten careless since we worked together. I stepped in silently, and turned to take a look at his filing cabinet. 
 

Just as I was getting out my pen light, a lamp came on behind me. I spun around, reaching for my pistol, and saw Parker sitting at his desk. He must have been there the whole time, waiting for me in the dark. He seemed to be busy nursing a rat that he had wrapped up in a towel. He didn't have any weapons in sight. 
 

"Tsk. Tsk. Linda," he said. "Breaking and entering is bad enough. But do you know they add five years to the sentence if you're carrying a gun?" 
 

"I wasn't planning on getting caught." 
 

"Glad to hear it," he said. "The last time they cordoned off this place for a crime scene I couldn't get back in for a week. Threw my schedule all to hell." 
 

He went back to feeding the rat. 
 

"How'd you know I'd be here?" I asked. 
 

"It wasn't exactly rocket science. I interrupted you the first time, so I figured you'd come back sooner or later to finish the job. It's what I would do." 
 

He leaned back in his chair. 
 

"Anyway, you're welcome to help yourself to coffee while you search the place. If you take cream, there's some in the fridge-- oh, but stay away from the carton with the whiskers on the label." 
 

I took him up on the offer, and poured myself a cup, being careful to keep him in sight the whole time. 
 

"You're being awfully civilized about this," I said. 
 

"Yeah. I guess I could try to tackle you or something, but I try not to get my butt kicked more than once a day. Besides, even if I did manage to run you off, we both know that you'd just break in again later. Frankly, I don't need the wear and tear on my locks." 
 

I sniffed the coffee. Parker didn't seem like the type to resort to drugs, but... He saw the look on my face. 
 

"Yeah, I know. Pour me a cup while you're at it." 
 

I did so, and set it on his desk. After he'd taken a couple of swallows, I joined him. 
 

"I should probably mention that we don't keep hard copies of anything in the office," he said. "All the case files are stored online, and they're all encrypted. And no, the encryption key is not my mother's maiden name, thank you very much." 
 

"Really? No paperwork at all?" 
 

I cocked my thumb back at the filing cabinet. 
 

"Then what's that for?" 
 

Parker shrugged. 
 

"Office decor. People come into a PI's office, they expect him to have a filing cabinet. I think they get it from the movies or something. Take a look if you don't believe me." 
 

"I'll do that." 
 

I moved over to the filing cabinet and opened it up. It turned out to be full of books. Old hardcopy paperback novels. I thumbed through a few, just to make sure there weren't any notes hidden in them, but nothing. 
 

Well, even if Parker didn't intentionally keep any records around here, there might still be some trace evidence pointing to his employer. A name scrawled on a notepad. Something. I started a sweep of the office, while Drew sipped his coffee and played with his rat. It was slow going. Parker's office was a pig sty, and it was going to take forever to find anything. He took a call while I was going through the waste baskets. I noted his end of the conversation. 
 

"Hello . . . Yes . . . Yeah, I know, she's here now. . . . Searching the place of course. . . . No, probably not. . . . Yeah, I thought so too. That's why I waited up for her. . . . You're what? . . . . You are kidding, right? . . . That'll work? . . . If you say so. . . . Jeez, I hope you're never this mad at me. . . . OK, but we are not billing the client for breakfast foods. . . . Yeah, I'll call you when we're done here." 
 

I finished with the waste baskets and moved onto the pile of stuff in the corner, which was also a bust. Finally, I tackled the stack of clothing and books and whatnot that was on top of his partner's desk. Parker looked up from his rat and kicked an empty box over towards me. 
 

"If you don't mind, could you straighten up a little as you search? Just fold each item as you examine it and put it in the box when you're done." 
 

OK. That was it. I'd come here to toss the place, not provide maid service. 
 

"This is ridiculous." 
 

I put down a set of clown shoes and went to pour myself another cup of coffee. I will say this for Parker, he makes a decent cup of java. 
 

"Yeah, I've been thinking the same thing," Parker said. "You want to try to work something out?" 
 

"What do you have in mind?" 
 

"Well it seems to me that we've both hit a brick wall. You can't do your job, because Jen and I are poking around your business. And we can't do ours, because you're running so much interference. Sound like a fair assessment of the situation?" 
 

"Not totally. I can still get a lot done, even with you two on my back." 
 

"Maybe. But we're making progress as well. We know who your employer is, and we have a pretty good idea what he hired you to do. You, on the other hand, have no idea who hired us or what we're trying to accomplish. I'd say that gives us the edge in this situation." 
 

I sat down on the corner of his desk. 
 

"Not that I'm conceding your assessment of our relative bargaining positions," I said, "but what are you driving at?" 
 

"Just this: I'm not convinced that our interests are in conflict here. I have a feeling that if we sat your client down with my client, they might be able to come to some reasonable meeting of the minds, so that we can get out of each other's hair." 
 

"And why would my client agree to a face to face meeting?" 
 

"Because he doesn't have much to lose. Like I said, we already know that Charles is paying your bills, and that you're trying to bail him and Eddie out of some pretty deep shit. With a meeting, he gets to find out who is poking around his business and why. The offer is more than fair." 
 

I thought about it. It was a good deal. Drew was trading some information that Charles desperately needed for the mere formality of a face to face meeting. 
 

"I'll talk to my client," I said. "But we'll do the meet at a place and time of my choosing." 
 

Trust only goes so far, and I had no intention of leading Charlie and Eddie into an ambush. 
 

"We'll do it tomorrow, at 10 am, in Charles' hotel room," Parker responded. "Your client is safer there than anywhere else, and I know he won't try anything in the middle of his own people. He's also gonna provide breakfast." 
 

"Getting cocky, aren't we?" 
 

"No, but an empty stomach makes me grumpy. Do we have a deal?" 
 

I looked him over. I didn't like the feel of this, but Parker and I had some history together. 
 

"And your client will agree to this?" I asked. 
 

"Well, he's not gonna be happy about it. In fact, he might pop a blood vessel or two. But I think I can persuade him that its the best way to get the information that he wants." 
 

Parker paused. 
 

"The real problem," he said, "is gonna be Jen." 
 

"What? Your partner? Why would she be a problem?" 
 

"Well, she's a little upset about the mess you made when you tossed her apartment." 
 

"That? Tell her to grow up. Shit comes with the job." 
 

Parker smiled. 
 

"I'm glad you feel that way. I'll see you at ten tomorrow." 
 

"We'll need to meet up outside the building," I said. "Hotel security is..." 
 

"Irrelevant," Parker said. "You think I can't get my client past a lousy elevator lock out? We'll be there. Just make sure your client is." 
 

He stood up, and carefully tucked his pet rat and its towel into a little cardboard box. 
 

"I'm heading home," he said. "I'm guessing that you tossed my place, too?" 
 

I shrugged. Like I was gonna forget to do that? 
 

"Great," he said. "I probably have just enough time to clean up that mess and then talk my client into this meeting." 
 

He picked up the box and walked to the door. 
 

"Do you want me to drop you off somewhere?" he asked. 
 

"Nah. My car's just down the block." 
 

Drew smiled. 
 

"Uh... about that. Jen found your car about half an hour ago. I didn't catch all the details, but she was doing something that involved large quantities of instant oatmeal and a garden hose."
 

 
 







Chapter 28:
 The Gumshoe
 Saturday April 26, 10 AM

Linda answered the door on the first knock. She opened it halfway and looked us over. Her eyes narrowed when she saw Jen, and for a split second I saw a Catwoman mask descended over her face. A certain dead Cherokee of my acquaintance would have called that her "totem manifesting itself." I called it my subconscious getting cute, and ignored it. 
 

"Where's your client?" she demanded. 
 

"Close by," I said. "He'll come in as soon as I've verified that your man is ready to talk." 
 

Linda didn't look too happy about that, but she wasn't going to stand there and argue with us in the hall. Her client, Charles, was all jumpy that someone would spot us coming into his room and wonder what we were doing there. He'd even had Linda call us up with a cover story, in case anyone stopped us. Apparently, Jen and I were here to pitch a script called The Dead Don't Mambo. I was almost sorry that nobody had stopped us and asked about it. It would have been worth it just to hear the crazy story that Jen would spin together around that title. 
 

I walked past Linda into the room. It was an upscale suite, standard hotel fair with a few personal touches added. Some old black and white movie posters on the wall, a big wooden desk that didn't go with the rest of the furniture. There were two Rocklands waiting in the living room, one pacing nervously while another slouched on the couch. The pacing one looked like Charles, and to spare myself a headache I decided to assume that he was. The other was holding a baseball cap. His hair was longer and lighter, so presumably this was Eddie. For a split second I wondered how Linda had managed to smuggle him into the building without alerting the tabloids or Charles' neighbors. Then I realized that I was being stupid. Right now, this was probably the easiest place in the world to sneak a Rockland into, what with three of them already living here. Just tuck his hair under the cap, and Eddie would blend right in. 
 

I also noted with some amusement that they'd taken me seriously about breakfast. There was a stack of donuts and a pot of coffee sitting on the table. 
 

Charles looked at me, a little unsure how to greet the jerk who'd been following him around for the last couple of days. 
 

"Hi," I said, sticking out my hand. "I'm Drew Parker. And this is my associate, Jennifer Grey." 
 

"Uh.... hello. I'm Charles Rockland," he said, as if we didn't know that already. "Weren't you supposed to...?" 
 

Jen cut him off, pouncing on the donuts. 
 

"Hey! Breakfast!" She paused and looked around. "What? No oatmeal?" 
 

Linda's eyes flashed and the sound of a whip crack shot through the room. Jen smiled and picked up a donut. Oh, this was gonna be a fun little meeting. I turned back to Charles. 
 

"Wasn't your employer supposed to be here?" he asked. 
 

"He is," I said. 
 

I walked over to the connecting door to the next room, and slid back the bolt. Things were about to get real interesting, real quick. I opened the door. 
 

Skye was standing there, waiting. 
 

I looked back at Charles. I've seen men who were being shot at who didn't look half as scared as he did. For a second, I thought he was gonna wet his pants. 
 

"Honey! You've got to leave! This is private... business... you..." 
 

He was so terrified that he was trying to talk and sign at the same time. A feat made no easier by the way that his hands were shaking. 
 

Skye looked straight at him and made four quick signs. 
 

Now, having wasted a good bit of my youth in gay bars, I happen to know a little sign. You have to; the music is so loud that it's the only way to communicate in those places. Of course, most of what I know involves taking drink orders and fending off casual flirtation, so my vocabulary isn't particularly large. Still, I can be reasonably confident in my translation of those four signs as, 
 

"Chill, I'm his client." 
 

The color drained from Charles' face. Finally he managed to sign back something that looked like You purchased him to ogle me? but probably meant You hired him to spy on me?

 

Skye came right back at him with some signs that I know very well. 
 

You lied to me. Then something that looked like You were in trouble and then several signs that I didn't know. But whatever they were, they sure didn't look like an apology. 
 

After that the conversation speeded up, and I had trouble following. But from the look of things, Skye was the one asking the questions, and Charles was the one doing the explaining. I glanced at the other people in the room. Linda and Jen were both watching the exchange, fascinated. Eddie, on the other hand, seemed uncomfortable, and was intently studying one of the posters on the wall. Maybe he just had better manners than we did. 
 

I walked over to Jen and Linda. 
 

"You know, maybe we ought to give them a little privacy for this," I whispered. 
 

Linda nodded her agreement. Jen gave me one of her "but I never get to have any fun" pouts, but went along with it. I saw her grab the plate of donuts and follow Linda into the bathroom. I tapped Eddie on the shoulder, and motioned him to follow us. He looked relieved to be leaving the battle zone. I grabbed the coffee pot and a couple mugs as we left. 
 

In the bathroom, Linda and Jen were glaring at each other. I don't know what the two of them were planning, but I made a mental note to leave the city before they started feuding in earnest. Jen's practical jokes have a tendency to take down innocent bystanders as well. And as for Linda... well, I try not to tick off anybody who knows how to handle plastique. 
 

She turned to me. 
 

"The girlfriend, huh," she said. "I should have known." 
 

"Yep," I agreed. "Always the first suspect. Who were you betting on?" 
 

"I was way off base," she admitted. "I had it pegged as someone who's been making trouble for Eddie." 
 

I raised an eyebrow. She frowned back at me. 
 

"Don't go fishing. I'm not in the mood." 
 

"I wouldn't think of..." 
 

Jen cut me off. 
 

"Hey Drew! You ever seen one of these?" 
 

She was leaning over the toilet. 
 

"Jen, I know that my apartment is cheap, but it does come with indoor plumbing." 
 

"No, this," she said, pointing down into the bowl. 
 

I went over to see what all the fuss was about. Sure enough, the bowl had a series of lenses and little wire probes sticking out just below the waterline. I noticed the Intel Inside logo on the porcelain. 
 

"What the Hell is that?" I asked. 
 

"A smart toilet," Linda said, picking up a donut. "It files a report with the studio's medical department every time you flush it. Runs an acidity check on Charles' urine, plus a dozen other tests. Oh, and a drug screen, of course. The studio likes to keep tabs on its actors." 
 

Jen screwed up her face. 
 

"Yech." 
 

I seconded the motion. 
 

"Even George Orwell never thought of that one," I said. 
 

"Who?" Eddie asked. 
 

"Orwell," I said. "You know, 1984?" 
 

There was no glimmer or recognition. 
 

"Never mind." 
 

"No. Tell me," Eddie insisted. 
 

"It's not important." 
 

Eddie frowned. 
 

"I'm not stupid," he said, looking down at his feet. "I just don't know who George Orwell is." 
 

"He's a British writer," I explained. 
 

"Really? For film or television?" 
 

The sad thing was that he didn't mean it as a joke. Somehow I got suckered into explaining the plot of 1984 to him, while Jen and Linda munched on donuts. But at least Eddie was a good audience. The guy acted as if he'd never heard the story before. I hadn't read the book in years, so I had to make up a few details, but Eddie didn't seem to notice the inconsistencies. For the hell of it, I even threw in a happy ending. By the time I had the hero and his love interest escaping to a remote island paradise, there was a knock on the bathroom door. 
 

"Um... I think we're done out here," Charles said. "If you'll all come into the living room, there are some things we need to discuss."
 

 
 







Chapter 29:
 The Psychic
 Saturday April 26, 10:32 AM

Linda and I had an awkward moment trying to get out of the bathroom: neither of us wanted to turn our back on the other. After a short staring contest, she left first. Walking out backward so that she could keep her eyes on me. I chalked it up as a symbolic victory. 
 

Out in the living room, folks were gathering around the coffee table. Drew and Linda sitting in hardback chairs. Eddie standing in a corner. Charles on the couch next to Skye. I noticed that there was a good foot of empty space between the two of them. I pulled up the last chair, and our little meeting got started. 
 

"Um... I've explained the situation to Skye," Charles said. 
 

He glanced in her direction, trying to catch her eye, but she didn't respond. 
 

"...and we've talked it over. It's kind of complicated, but... well, we were wondering if you and your associate would be willing to stay on the job, and help us out with our problem." 
 

Drew studied him for a few seconds. 
 

"If this is an attempt to buy our silence," Drew said, "you needn't bother. We take client confidentiality very seriously." 
 

"No, it's nothing like that," Charles said. "It's just... well, Linda mentioned that she's worked with you before, and Skye says that you're pretty resourceful. And, to tell the truth, we haven't been making a lot of progress on our own. We could use some more help." 
 

Drew rubbed his chin, as if thinking it over. He glanced at Linda, then at me, and raised an eyebrow. He was wondering if I could stand to work with a psycho like her. Silly boy. Charles was telling us that Linda couldn't hack it and needed our help. Did Drew really think that I'd miss an opportunity to rub her face in it? I scratched my ear in our symbol for let's hear them out.

 

"My partner and I might consider it," Drew said slowly. "If we knew what the job entailed." 
 

Over in the corner, Eddie turned away, and pretended to look out the window. Charles stared down at the coffee table, obviously uncomfortable. "Well," he said after a few seconds, "the meat of the matter is that Eddie is being blackmailed. He came to me for help a few weeks ago, and I hired Linda. You understand why we had to be so secretive about this, don't you? With the kind of fishbowl I live in, if anybody found out that I'd hired a detective, the press would know about it five minutes later, and..." 
 

"...and the blackmailer would know about it five minutes after that," Drew said. "I understand your problem." 
 

Well, I sure didn't. OK Charles, so you didn't want to tip off the blackmailer. Maybe that explains why you didn't tell your hairdresser or your trainer or your agent about all this. But the hell didn't you tell Skye? Did you really think that she'd betray you? 
 

I looked at Skye. I couldn't see her eyes, what with her visor and all the words streaming by on it. But I could feel the energy coming off her. Anger, and confusion, and doubt. She was wondering why he would hide something like this from her. And she was about to have that epiphany that hits all women sooner or later. That moment when you realize that you've been in love with a mask and not a man. That you have only seen the part of him that he wanted you to see. That your lover has never trusted you with his real self, his real pain. I've been on that particular trip a few times myself. I can't say that I recommend it. 
 

Men lie. It's one of the basic rules of the universe, like gravity and rising taxes. They lie, and then they say that it's to protect us. They lie, and put on masks, because they are scared little boys who think that they need to impress us. And because not a one of them can believe that we would love them if we actually knew them. 
 

There was an awkward silence, as Charles worked up the nerve to go on with his explanation. I gave him ten seconds to blurt it out. When he didn't, I bit the bullet and dove in. Life's just too blessed short to waste sitting around waiting for people to get to the point. 
 

"Excuse me," I said. "But did you actually say that Eddie is being blackmailed?" 
 

"Yes," Charles mumbled, "I'm afraid that..." 
 

I laughed. Everybody in the room looked at me like I was crazy, but at least it broke up that ugly feeling of dread that had descended over everything. 
 

"You are kidding right?" I snorted. 
 

"Uh... no. I'm quite serious." 
 

I laughed again. OK, I was forcing it a little this time. But the statement was pretty absurd. And besides, somebody had to pull us out the negative energy spiral that the meeting had gone into. 
 

"You think it's funny?" Charles asked. 
 

"Well kind of," I said. "I mean, no offense to Eddie here, but we are talking about a guy with two convictions for drug possession, a guy who's appeared in porn videos... for Goddess sake, he's even done commercials for cigarettes! Just what could anybody possibly have on him that would threaten his reputation now?" 
 

"It's not his reputation that we're trying to protect," Linda said, quietly. "It's his freedom." 
 

Drew looked from Linda to Charles. 
 

"Care to elaborate?" 
 

Charles shrugged. 
 

"It makes more sense just to show you." 
 

Charles mumbled something into his watch. The drapes closed and the wall monitor came on. 
 

We were looking at video of another hotel room. An expensive one from the look of it. White stucco walls with light blue furniture. It felt like the sort of place you might find near a beach. Everything in the room was a little distorted, and I realized that the video had been shot through a wide angle lens. Drew and I use them ourselves, when we set up surveillance cameras. 
 

A woman in a black lace nightgown was lounging on the bed, watching CNN. Some story about Tibetan Cyber-terrorists hitting a Chinese owned bank. The woman looked to be in her mid-forties, with porcelain white skin, and hair a shade of red that Clairol holds the patent on. 
 

There was a knock at the door, and she stood up in a hurry, rushing over to the mirror to check her hair and makeup. Then she switched off the TV and opened the door. Eddie was standing there, wearing jeans and a denim shirt. He looked at her, and then flashed a smile that almost melted my knees. 
 

Woof. I'd almost forgotten how much heat these boys can pack when they turn on the charm. 
 

"Glad to see me?" she asked. 
 

He leaned in and gave her a kiss that seemed to answer the question. Then she led him into the room and closed the door. 
 

I found myself looking back and forth, comparing the Eddie on the screen to the one standing in the corner, still pretending to stare out the window. The hair and the face were the same, but I couldn't get over the difference in the way they acted. Here in the room with me, he seemed shy and mortified. In the video though, he was a real little tiger. Confident. Cocky. And oozing sexual energy. 
 

On screen, the woman and Eddie made some preliminary small talk. She nodded to the nightstand, where there was a stack of money. Eddie picked it up and stuffed it into the back pocket of his jeans without ever taking his eyes off her. As they moved towards the bed, she asked if he'd been able to get his hands on some Bliss. 
 

"Oh yeah," he said, fishing a couple of tablets out of his pocket and handing them to her. 
 

The woman put a leg up on the bed, and removed a hundred dollar bill that had been tucked into her garter. She held it up for Eddie to see, then slowly slid it into the front pocket of his jeans. Along with most of her hand. 
 

Eddie's head rolled back and he let out a little gasp. With her free hand, the woman put one of the tablets on his tongue. He dry swallowed it like someone with a lot of practice. 
 

"I've been wanting to try this," she said, putting the other tablet in her mouth. "They say it makes sex like..." 
 

"Like the fucking Fourth of July," Eddie finished for her. 
 

The woman took her hand out of his jeans, and began unbuttoning his shirt. Eddie flashed that killer smile again. He stepped in closer to her and... 
 

...and Charles turned off the monitor. 
 

I could have slugged him for it. 
 

"It goes on for another hour, but that's the relevant part of it," Charles said. The color had drained out of his face, and he seemed embarrassed. As if we'd been watching him prostituting himself, not his brother. 
 

Charles looked at Drew. Drew seemed confused. "
 

You see our problem?" Charles asked. 
 

"Not really," Drew said. "I mean, Jen had a valid point with what she said earlier. This clip doesn't tell people anything about Eddie that they don't already suspect." 
 

"Maybe not," Linda said. "But it does give them concrete proof of it. Among other things, Eddie is currently on probation for drug possession. If the court gets even a whiff that he's using Bliss, he goes in for the full sentence. And then there's the fact that he was actively selling the stuff in that clip, which brings in a whole new set of charges." 
 

Drew shrugged it off. 
 

"Yeah, but they would never get a conviction based on one clip. I mean, they don't have the tablets in their possession. They can't prove that what Eddie sold was bliss. All they have is an isolated video of someone asking him for Bliss and then him selling them a tablet. Once. OK, it doesn't look good, but it's just one clip, so..." 
 

"It's not just one clip," Linda interrupted. "That's the problem." 
 

Linda nodded to Charles, and he called up the next clip on the monitor. 
 

Another expensive hotel room. This time decorated in Victorian style, with a canopy bed and hardwood furniture and gold leaf on the crown molding. Another woman, in another nightgown. This time she seemed to be in her fifties, with skin the color of caramel. Eddie at the door again, flashing that smile. 
 

From there, it was a replay of the last scene. Small talk as they looked each other over. The woman asking Eddie if he'd brought some Bliss, then paying him for it. A slow kiss, as they fumbled with each other's clothing, then... 
 

Cut to the next clip. Another hotel room, this time with industrial style furniture, all bright chrome and black surfaces. Another woman, this time a heavyset blond with a Russian accent. 
 

Since I knew how the story went by now, I turned away from the monitor and watched everyone else's reactions. Drew studying the screen intently, his eyes darting about to take in all the details. Linda, also watching it, but with the slightly bored air of someone who'd already watched the clips a dozen times or so. Eddie, still pretending to look out the window, his face turning a deep crimson. Skye, her body stiff, her face unreadable behind the visor. And Charles... 
 

I found myself staring at Charles. He kept glancing back and forth between Skye's face and the scene on the monitor. Trying to guess what she was thinking as she watched someone with his face selling drugs and sexual services. Now I knew the real reason why he hadn't told Skye about any of this. That was him up there on the monitor. Or at least, almost him. He didn't want Skye to start wondering if he and Eddie were really all that different. He didn't want her to look at his face, and think about this. 
 

The last clip, featuring a short Asian woman, ended. The monitor switched off. 
 

Drew ran a hand through his hair. 
 

"I don't suppose you're gonna tell me that these were all faked," he asked. 
 

Charles glanced at Eddie. 
 

"Unfortunately, no." 
 

"Then you have got a problem. One clip, a lawyer could probably explain away. Get an expert to find some minor inconsistency in the video and claim that the whole thing was fabricated. Maybe he could convince a jury. But four clips, with no evidence of tampering..." 
 

"It gets worse," Linda said. "This would be Eddie's third conviction for possession. California has some rather nasty minimum sentencing requirements that kick in. And you don't even want to know how much time he would do for dealing." 
 

"I'm not a dealer!" Eddie said, turning away from the window. 
 

I'd been wondering when he was going to join the conversation. 
 

"I was just... I'd seen these women a couple of times. They said that they wanted to try Bliss, and asked if I could bring some the next time. I was just doing them a favor." 
 

"Yeah," I muttered, "just like helping little old ladies across the street." 
 

"How was the video delivered?" Drew asked. 
 

"By e-mail," Linda said. "It came along with a set of demands, on March 20th. Eddie told Charles about it on the 28th, and Charles brought me into the picture on April second. I've been working this thing every since." 
 

"Do you have any idea who's behind it?" Drew asked. 
 

"No," Linda admitted. "Every lead I run down hits a brick wall. The e-mail was sent from an anonymous account with a server in Hong Kong. No way to backtrack it, short of invading China. I've gone over each of the video clips with a fine-tooth comb, looking for any clue that might have accidentally wound up in the shot. Again, zilch. I've even tried putting together a list of Eddie's enemies." 
 

"Any likely candidates?" 
 

"Not really. There's a guy he owes money to. A couple of angry ex-girlfriends. The husbands of those angry ex-girlfriends. None of them the type to pull off something this elaborate. To tell the truth, I was hoping that you two were working for the blackmailer. You know, keeping an eye on Eddie to make sure he hadn't gone to the cops. At least then I would have a lead I could work with." 
 

"Sorry to disappoint you," I said. 
 

"What about the women in the clips?" Drew asked. "They had to know this was a set up. If we could find them, they might be able to tell us who hired..." 
 

"Yes, if we could find them," Linda said, cutting him off. "Four women named 'Ms. Smith' who paid for his services in cash. Your partner gonna whip our her magic Ouija board for this one?" 
 

Drew ignored the comment. I filed it under accounts payable. 
 

"What about the hotel rooms?" Drew continued. "Someone had to pay for them. Expensive places like that would insist on taking a credit card number. We could try to..." 
 

"Yes," Linda interrupted again. "We could. If we had the room numbers. Unfortunately, they're not visible in any of the clips, and Eddie doesn't keep records of such things. The most he can tell us is which hotel each of these transactions took place in." 
 

"How were the meetings with these women set up?" I asked. 
 

"It was done through an 'escort' agency that Eddie works for out in LA," Linda said. 
 

She saw me opening my mouth with the follow up question and cut me off before I could even start. 
 

"And I've already run that down. The agency wasn't too happy to have someone snooping around their client list, but I managed to bribe one of their phone jockeys into letting me into their database. The good news is that Eddie's employer keeps surprisingly... detailed... records of her customer's tastes. The bad news is that she didn't have anything on the four women in question. They were all new clients, without a track record. They each called requesting Eddie, they each saw him three times, they each paid cash. And none of them has called since." 
 

Hm. I was beginning to see what she meant by that brick wall metaphor. 
 

"What are the blackmailers asking for?" I asked. "I mean, a set up like this takes money and planning. I can't believe that Eddie has enough in the bank to make it worth their while. Are they betting that the other brothers will chip in to keep him out of jail, or..." 
 

"No," Linda said, cutting me off again. I was beginning to think that she was physically incapable of letting anyone else finish a sentence. "That's what's really weird about all this. The blackmailer hasn't asked for money at all. Instead, he's been sending Eddie e-mails, demanding that he do things." 
 

"Do things?" I asked. "Like what?" 
 

"Crazy stuff. I can't make heads or tails of it. Here, take a look." 
 

Linda called up a document on the wall monitor. 
 

"This is the first message, which Eddie got on the 20th of March." 
 

Drew and I read it over.
 

 

If you do not want to see these clips forwarded to the police, you will do exactly as I say. Any deviation, however slight, from these instructions will result in you going to prison. Tomorrow, March 21, you will fly to Washington DC. You will proceed to the Arlington Hilton, where you will check in with only a small bag. At 8 PM you will order dinner from room service. At 10:30, you will open the door and look out into the hall. At 11 PM, you will call room service and order a bottle of Johnny Walker brand Scotch. From that point on you are not to leave the room or make any phone calls until 5:30 AM the next morning. At that point, you will open the door, and look out into the hall again. You will make a conspicuous mess in the room, and leave at 10 am precisely. While checking out, you will apologize for the mess, and leave a $100 tip for the hotel staff.

 

 

I glance at Drew to see if he had finished reading it. He looked back at me and raised an eyebrow. I shook my head. I didn't know what to make of it either. 
 

"Did anything happen that night?" Drew asked. 
 

Eddie shrugged. 
 

"Not that I noticed." 
 

"And it gets even stranger," Linda said. She called up another document. "This arrived a few days later." 
 

I read the new letter.
 

 

Tomorrow, on March 27, you will take a morning flight to Atlanta. From the airport, you will take a cab to the Regency Hyatt, checking in at 7 pm with a suitcase, requesting a room on the 15th floor. You will not leave the room at any time. At 9 pm you will place a phone call to 1-00-87-562-889-987. At 9:15 pm, you will open the door to your room and see if there is anyone standing in the hall. If there is, you will make no contact with them. After this, you will not place any calls, order anything from room service, or watch any television. You will sleep on the floor, and leave the bed undisturbed. At 6 am, you will open the door to your room again, and see if there is anyone standing in the hall. Do not talk to them. You will then go back inside, and watch television, until 8 am, when you will check out. You will leave a $100 tip for the maid. Failure to obey these instructions in every detail will result in your arrest as a drug dealer.

 

 

I didn't know what to make of this one either. 
 

"Did anything happen this time?" I asked. 
 

Eddie shook his head. 
 

"When you looked out in the hall, was there anyone there?" 
 

Another shake for "no". 
 

"What about the phone number?" Drew asked. "Who does it belong to?" 
 

"A redialing service in Indonesia," Linda said. "They'll forward calls when you don't want your name to come up on caller ID. They explained their service to Eddie when he called, but didn't seem to have any instructions for him." 
 

I scratched my head at that one. 
 

"Are there more of these?" I asked. 
 

"Oh yeah. We're just getting started." 
 

Linda called up the next letter. 
 

 

On March 29th, you will fly to New York. You will arrive at the Ritz Carlton at 9 PM. You will proceed to the hotel bar, where you will have drinks until 11 PM. You will then leave a $50 tip with the bartender, and pay the tab on your credit card. You will proceed to the lobby, where you will find an envelope with further instructions hidden in the planter to the left of the main door. If you do not obey these instructions in every detail, evidence of your crimes will be forwarded to the police.

 

 

"What was in the envelope?" Drew asked, when we'd finished reading. 
 

Linda got up and opened a small briefcase, from which she withdrew a sheet of paper sealed in a plastic cover. 
 

"This," she said, "and a room key." 
 

She placed the document on the coffee table where we could read it. 
 

 

Take the elevator up to the 14th floor. Then take the stairs down to the seventh. The key in this envelope will let you into room 709. You will spend the night there, making no phone calls and placing no orders to room service. You will depart at 6:15 the next morning, leaving the key on the bed. Walk back up the stairs to the 14th floor, take the elevator down to the lobby, and exit without talking to anyone.

 

 

The note was written on hotel stationery, in carefully printed block letters. I noticed that there were dark purple finger prints on the document. Drew picked it up and looked at them. 
 

"Ninhydrin fuming? I'm impressed." 
 

"Fat lot of good it did me," Linda responded. "The only prints were Eddie's. The blackmailer must have used gloves." 
 

"Who paid for the room?" Drew pressed. 
 

"Don't know. I tried to find out, but that hotel has a lot of celebrity guests. They're majorly paranoid about data security." 
 

"How many more messages are there?" I asked. 
 

"Six," Linda said. "Including one he received just yesterday." 
 

She called them up sequentially, and we read through them. The details varied, but the gist was always the same: go to some hotel and perform a series of apparently meaningless actions-- or else. The last one directed Eddie to spend tonight at the Hyatt Regency in Atlanta. 
 

"So what do you think?" Charles asked when we were done. "Do you have any idea what they're after?" 
 

Drew shook his head. 
 

"If it weren't such an elaborate set up, I'd say the whole thing is a joke. But it's hard to imagine anyone putting this much time and money into a prank." 
 

"And besides," I said, "the words don't feel like they come from a prankster." 
 

Linda shot me a skeptical look. 
 

"What do you mean?" she asked. 
 

"Well, just read the words. Now try to imagine the person who would say them. The instructions are short, to the point, and meticulously detailed. I mean, the guy even specified how much Eddie is supposed to tip. We're dealing with a seriously anal personality here. Someone who's organized, methodical, and accustomed to giving orders. The sort of guy that you'd want for a middle management job. But not a prankster." 
 

"So where does that leave us?" Charles asked. 
 

"It could be a stalker," I suggested. "Someone with control fantasies who has a fixation on the Rockland brothers. Maybe they get off on Eddie's fear and being able to order him around." 
 

"Maybe," Drew said. "But then why have Eddie fly all over the country? And why have him spending so much time in closed hotel rooms? If the blackmailer wants control, wouldn't he want to keep Eddie close to him, so that he could savor it? Wouldn't he order Eddie to do things in public places, where the blackmailer could watch him carrying out the instructions?" 
 

"You've got a point," I agreed. "Where were all those hotels again?" 
 

Linda brought up a list. The hotels were in New York, DC, Richmond, and Atlanta. All on the east coast, but I couldn't see any connection beyond that. The hotels in Richmond and New York had each been used only once, but Eddie had been ordered to the hotel in DC twice, and the one in Atlanta five times. 
 

"Anybody see a pattern in this?" I asked. 
 

"Not yet," Drew said. 
 

He turned on his throat mic, and ordered up a few searches, trying to find something that linked the hotels. But one by one, his queries all came back negative. The hotels weren't owned by the same conglomerates. There were no news stories that featured all of them. They weren't even built by the same architect or construction company. 
 

"Damn," he said. "Nobody goes to this much trouble unless they're after something. But what? It can't be money, or they would have asked for it by now. It can't be some vendetta against Eddie, because they've already got enough to put him away. So what are they after? What is so important about having Eddie Rockland run around the country spending nights in a series of hotel rooms?" 
 

Drew looked around the circle of faces, but none of us had any ideas. 
 

"There has to be something," he said again. "Something about these particular hotels on these particular dates that makes them important. Something subtle enough that it doesn't turn up on a web search." 
 

Drew stared at the list of hotels for a while, as if he was going to pull an answer from the screen by sheer force of will. 
 

"Well, sometimes you just have to go looking," I suggested. "Even if you don't know what it is that you're looking for." 
 

"What do you have in mind?" Linda asked. 
 

"According to the latest set of instructions, Eddie has a date at the Regency Hyatt tonight. So why don't the three of us crawl around that hotel all night and see what we can dig up? If Drew's right, then there must be something going on in that building that's important to the blackmailer." 
 

Linda frowned. 
 

"That's a pretty vague plan." 
 

"You got a better one?" I asked.
 

 
 







Chapter 30:
 The Gumshoe
 Saturday April 26, 12:25 PM

We broke up around noon, everyone scurrying off in separate directions. Jen headed over to the Hyatt, to start early surveillance. Her job was to read the employees' name tags, and forward a list to Linda. Linda, in turn, would check the employee backgrounds for anything out of the ordinary. Skye had a writer's meeting, and Charles was going off to the gym to try and work off some of his stress. Eddie would be sitting tight, trying to stay out of trouble. 
 

And me? I was heading home to get some long overdue sleep. Or at least that was the plan. First I had to stop for lunch. Can't sleep when you're hungry, right? And then there was the kitten. It hadn't eaten all morning, and now it wasn't showing any interest in lunch, either. I tried to feed him, but he just turned his face away from the dropper. Maybe the carton of cat's milk had gone bad. Which meant that I had to make another trip down to the pet store for another carton of the stuff. Which the runt also turned up his nose at. 
 

Well, I guess he'd eat when he got hungry. I finished the drive home, and the two of us stumbled up the front steps and into my apartment. Well, I guess I did most of the stumbling, and he was just along for the ride, but you know what I mean. I fixed up a little shoe box for him to sleep in, and tucked him in with a hand towel to keep him warm. And then I peeled off my clothes and collapsed onto bed. I mumbled something to Sherwin about waking me in time for tonight's stakeout, and then closed my eyes and waited for sleep to overtake me. 
 

And waited. And waited. 
 

And waited. I seemed to have hit one of those weird states where I was just too damn tired to fall asleep. My brain was spinning its wheels. Trying to make sense out of two cases that were trying their darndest not to make any sense. Eddie's blackmailer, and his nonsensical demands. Vince, and his mysterious plans for Daniel. 
 

Why send Eddie to hotel rooms? Who benefits? 
 

The folder, with reports on boys from the camps. Why?

 

Hotels in Atlanta, New York, DC, Richmond. What's the pattern? 
 

The camp, and its echoes of unwanted children. 
 

Look in the hall, order room service, watch TV, mess up the bed. 
 

A poster of a soccer player, fading on a cabin wall. 
 

Look in the hall, don't order food, don't watch TV, sleep on the floor. 
 

Records for children, buried where they can never be found. 
 

Hotels, dates. What connects them all? 
 

Montague, his dead wife, and his abandoned son.

 

Eddie smiling, unbuttoning his shirt. 
 

Razors cutting flesh. Blood running down a torso. Warm and salty.

 

A tablet of Bliss, balanced on his tongue. 
 

A taste of pleasure? Or a taste of pain?

 

Purple light. Masked men dancing with a woman. 
 

Bliss tablets under Vince's bed, the dark specks of heroin.
 

The black couch. Charles and the woman, red light playing on their bodies. 
 

Who is Vince? What is he running from?
 

Eddie lowering the Russian blond down onto the bed. 
 

A snake that swallows its tail. 
 

The paparazzi, stalking Charles through the streets. 
 

Birds that talk poetry. 
 

Five identical boys. Interchangeable cogs for the publicity machine. 
 

The unlived in emptiness of Vince's apartment.

 

Boys, made in a factory, like shoes or bars of soap. 
 

Daniel, kicking a soccer ball, smiling. 
 

A mouth rising from the asphalt 
 

A prick of the finger at the doctor's office.

 

Skye saying we were recommended by a Gorilla in a dream 
 

My first job for the agency. A fat old man who talked all the way through it.

 

A fox, a turtle, a snake. 
 

The time I lived out of my car for a week, when I was between apartments... 
 

... 
 

My car.
 

 My car.
 

 My car. 
 

My mind fixed on that last idea for some reason, and wouldn't let go of it. 
 

The week I lived out of my car. I'd been in a roommate situation that the escort agency had set up, living with a couple other boys who worked for them. There was a personality conflict, and things went south real fast. I wound up living out of my car for a few days, while I looked for a new place. Showering at the gym. Driving around with everything I owned in the backseat. Everything I owned. All my stuff... 
 

My tired brain finally made the connection. Vince had only moved to Atlanta a few months ago. The apartment was new. But the car wasn't. It was a 2031, maybe older. I'd bet anything that Vince had driven it straight out of his old life and into his new one. Vince had a history with that car. And history tends to litter. 
 

I jumped out of bed... Ok, actually I just crawled over to the edge of it and fished my palmtop out of my jeans pocket. A quick trip out to the spytech website confirmed that the tracer I'd put on Vince's car was still working. He was parked in the lot behind Daniel's apartment. I pulled on my clothes. 
 

On the drive over, I put in a call to Daniel. I wanted to find out if he was home before I went breaking into his boyfriend's car in broad daylight. 
 

"Hello?" 
 

"Hey Daniel, it's Drew. What are you up to?" 
 

"It's Saturday, the sun is shining, where do you think I am?" 
 

"Out in Piedmont park, looking at shirtless men?" 
 

"Good guess, but no. I'm up at The River's Edge, looking at naked men." 
 

"Oh. Vince with you?" 
 

"You betcha. Working on his tan. And I must say that the view is very nice. You want to come join us?" 
 

"No thanks, I burn easy. You free later tonight?" 
 

"Um... let me check... Yeah. Why do you ask?" 
 

"I've got a job I could use you on. Just some hotel surveillance stuff. You interested?" 
 

I hated to use the same excuse for calling twice in a row, but I was too tired to think of anything new. And besides, Daniel might be helpful on this. He spends a lot of time in hotels, might spot something out of the ordinary. And... well, I wanted to see him. Just to see that he was OK with my own eyes. 
 

"Sure. Who we diggin' up dirt on now?" he asked. 
 

"I'll explain later. Just meet me at my office around six-thirty. OK?" 
 

"Got it. Sure I can't talk you into coming out for some sun? " 
 

"Nah, I've got stuff to do. I'll see you later. 
 

"OK. Bye." 
 

"Bye." 
 

I hung up, and pulled into the parking lot behind Daniel's apartment. Vince's car was near the end of the lot, parked up against the wall. Duh. If I'd been paying attention, I would have noticed the Florida plates before. I got out, walked over to it, and looked inside. I was in luck. There were old drink bottles, a McDonald's wrapper, and a road map lying on the floor of the back seat. Slobs are a detective's best friend. 
 

I took a quick look at the apartments. Lotta windows facing this parking lot. I thought about waiting till dark, but I was gonna be busy with Skye's case then, and I didn't want to wait too long on this. I decided that I was just gonna have to be lucky this time, rather than smart. After all the crap I've put up with this week, the universe owed me a break. I got my tools out and broke into the Vince's car, using my body to block as many sight lines as I could. If anybody had seen me do it, I'd find out when the police pulled up. 
 

I tossed the car methodically, starting with the backseat floorboards. I found the drink bottles and the wrapper that I'd already spotted. A couple of dollar coins. A map of Atlanta. No big help there. 
 

Next I pulled up the backseat cushions and had a look at what had collected underneath. Three more dollar coins. A condom wrapper. A single gold hoop earring. And four of those little red and white peppermint candies that restaurants give out with the check. I'll bet there's not a car in America that doesn't have a few of those tucked under its seats. 
 

I moved on to the front. I peeled back the floor mat on the driver's side, and found sand. Apparently the car had been to a beach sometime in its long history. I pulled up the seat cushion and found more sand and one of those old analog house keys. I pocketed it, on the odd chance that it might be important. 
 

I moved onto the glove box. A roadmap for the east coast. The car's owner manual. A receipt for a lube job in January of 2030. A street map of Orlando. A street map of Miami. An old lollipop, grape. And the vehicle's registration. 
 

Bingo. 
 

It was a Florida registration, made out to one "Vincent Price". Cute. Vincent had probably picked his own name, like Daniel had. Still, at least this name had a paper trail attached to it, which meant that I could start tracking down some of Vince's mysterious past. I kept digging. 
 

A pocket knife. A pack of hand wipes. An old package of pretzels. A pistachio shell. And that was it. 
 

I stuffed everything back into the glove box in about the same order that it had come out, and then checked the floor on the passenger side. More sand, and a corroded nine volt battery. I looked around for other places where something might collect, and spotted the ashtray. I pulled it open. 
 

Apparently, smoking was one of the few vices that Vince did not indulge in. But he had found another use for the space. In the empty tray was a small plastic bag and a black box about half the size of a pack of cigarettes. I recognized the latter as a spy camera, one of the cheap models that you can get at any mall. I turned it on, downloaded the memory to my palmtop, and took a quick look at the contents. 
 

Now, I don't have a weak stomach. And it's not that I haven't seen Daniel in compromising positions before. Hell, I've paid him to set up some of those compromising positions. But there was something about the combination of sex and blood that really disturbed me. Daniel lying on his stomach. A row of cuts in his back. I recognized the other man in the photos as Montague. I flipped through the pictures quickly. There were nearly thirty of them, and they didn't get any tamer. 
 

I put the camera back and examined the plastic bag. Inside, there were three strands of blond hair. Well, almost blond hair. Someone's dark roots were showing. I also noticed that the roots on all three were intact, which meant that they could be used for a DNA fingerprint. 
 

Or a paternity test. 
 

It sort of hit me all at once. I didn't have the whole picture yet, but the pieces were starting to come together. I replaced the bag, closed the ashtray, and popped the trunk. I forced myself to do a thorough search of it, just to be complete, but my mind was racing ahead. 
 

Somehow, Vincent had figured out that Daniel was Montague's son. Now he had a DNA sample from Daniel to prove it, and pictures of the two of them having sex. This wasn't some heir finding scheme. It was blackmail. Again. It must be in fashion this year or something. 
 

But how? How could Vince possibly have connected Daniel and Montague? I'd tried to go looking for Daniel's parents, and hit a brick wall. The records were sealed, and there were just too many camp kids to run around doing individual DNA tests. So how had Vince pulled it off? 
 

And more importantly, why? Why go to all the trouble to track down Montague's son? For blackmail, it was overkill. Montague was a straight laced lawyer with a wife and kids. Pictures of him having kinky gay vampiric sex with anyone would have been enough to put the squeeze on him. So why do all that work to throw in the incest angle, too? It was like using a SAM missile to go duck hunting. 
 

No, this wasn't just about money. It had to be personal. You don't do something like this to a person unless you really want to fuck up his life. 
 

I finished my inventory of the trunk. More sand, a beach chair, some antifreeze, and an empty bottle of suntan lotion. No problem. I already had more than enough to work on. I locked up Vince's car, went back to my own, and then headed for my office. 
 

Somewhere along the line, Vincent and Montague had crossed paths before, and Vincent was still nursing a colossal grudge about it. A grudge that Montague obviously didn't know about, or he wouldn't have been inviting such a dangerous guy to his parties. 
 

It was time to found out who Vince really was.
 

 
 







Chapter 31:
 The Woman in Black
 Saturday April 26, 8:39 PM

We were all sitting around the room waiting for Eddie's signal. As near as I could tell, though, I was the only one with my mind on business. Ms. Grey was sitting in the corner, chanting over a silver bowl that she'd filled with rainwater from a flask. I had made the mistake of asking what she was doing, and got some story about invoking the "Lady of the Lake" to "part the depths" and "reveal to us the hidden mysteries." Whatever. 
 

Then there was Parker, who had decided to bring his pet along on the stakeout. Some scrawny little animal that he was carrying around in a shoe box and fussing over with an eyedropper. I took a look at the thing and decided that it was either an exceptionally cute rat, or the ugliest kitten in all creation. 
 

And then there was the blond kid, who was tagging along with Parker. I still hadn't figured out what he was doing here. 
 

Finally, there was a light tap on the connecting door to the next room. I opened our side, and Eddie smiled back at me, relieved to see a friendly face. I motioned him in, and then closed the door behind him. 
 

"Did you have any trouble getting the room?" I asked. 
 

The blackmailer had ordered Eddie to take a room on the fifteenth floor. I had modified those instruction slightly, telling him to specifically request room 1515. Hopefully, the blackmailer wouldn't notice the deviation. 
 

"Nah, I told 'em it was a numerology thing. You know, fifteen being my lucky number and all." 
 

"Good thinking," I said, "Now sit tight for a minute, while I check it out." 
 

I grabbed my EM scanner and went in to search his room for bugs. Not that I really expected to find any. I mean, what was the blackmailer going to do? Put a bug in every room on this floor, just to make sure he got the one that Eddie stayed in? It seemed unlikely. Particularly since I had already run a sweep on our room, 1516, and hadn't found anything. 
 

But still, there was something to what Grey had said earlier. About the blackmailer being on a power trip, enjoying ordering Eddie around. If that was the case, then the guy would find some way to keep tabs on Eddie. He'd want to watch his handiwork. 
 

The EM sweep didn't turn up anything, but that wasn't necessarily conclusive. The scanner picks up the radio transmissions from a bug, so it can locate things that are actively broadcasting. But it won't find something that just sits there and records. For that, I had to do a physical search. It was time consuming, but worth the effort. Because if the blackmailer had put a recording device in the room, then he'd have to come back later to pick it up. And that's when we would grab him. 
 

Unfortunately, my physical search didn't turn up anything either. I just can't seem to catch a break with this case. 
 

I went back into the other room to round up my team. Grey had put away her magical toys, and she and Parker were talking about something. Eddie was playing with the cat, and the blond kid was playing with Eddie. 
 

"Oh that's nothing," said blondie, pulling up his shirt to show off a stretch of sunburned stomach. "You should see how burned I got in other places." 
 

I cleared my throat. 
 

"If we could get down to business?" I suggested. 
 

I tossed my notebook on the center of the bed, and we all gathered around it. 
 

"How did the sweep go?" Drew asked. 
 

"Rotten," I said. "Not a bug to be found. So we'll have to do this the hard way." 
 

"Wait a minute," the blond kid interrupted. "You didn't find any bugs? Isn't that a good thing?" 
 

I looked him over again. Clearly the kid was not here on an academic scholarship. 
 

"Who are you, anyway?" I asked. 
 

He smiled. 
 

"I'm Daniel," he said. "Drew uses me for undercover work sometimes." 
 

It was an interesting choice of words. I looked at Parker, who's face turned bright red. That told me everything I needed to know. 
 

"It' OK," Eddie said to the kid. "I didn't understand that at first, either. See, we're trying to find a person. So the closer that person is watching me, the easier it is for us to find him. Get it?" 
 

"Yeah," Daniel said. "But doesn't it also make it more likely that he'll spot the rest of us helping you?" 
 

"Oh yeah," Grey said. "But that's what makes this such an interesting game of cat and mouse. Us secretly watching him secretly watching Eddie." 
 

"Cool!" the blond kid said. "I saw a movie like this where..." 
 

"You know," I said, cutting him off. "We do actually have a job to do here, people." 
 

Blondie opened his mouth to say something but I gave him one of my Don't mess with me looks, and he thought better of it. 
 

"OK. If there are no more interruptions, lets get down to business. Ms. Grey put together a list of hotel employees, and I've checked into their backgrounds. It looks like there are three that we'll want to keep an eye on." 
 

I tapped on my notebook, and called up some pictures that Grey had shot that afternoon. Luckily her photography is better than her sense of humor. 
 

"The first is Sasha Yavchenco, the assistant night clerk. He's been working here for three months. Born in Russia, emigrated in 2030. He's interesting because he has lived in both New York and DC, and he has a sister living in Richmond." 
 

"All cities that Eddie was ordered to visit," Grey added, restating the obvious. 
 

I clicked onto the next picture. 
 

"The second is Ralph Shroder, one of the bellhops. He came to work here about a month and a half ago-- about the same time that Eddie received the first demands from the blackmailer. He's worth noting because he seems to be using a fake identity. There are some inconsistencies in his background, like the fact that he as a degree in chemical engineering and is working for minimum wage. Also, there's the fact that his birth certificate says that he was born in Snellville, Georgia, but Ms. Grey noted that he has a pronounced German accent." 
 

"Could it be an immigration thing?" Parker asked. 
 

"Possibly," I said. "But he's still worth watching." 
 

I clicked to the last picture. 
 

"And the Last. Crystal Jones. One of the maids. She makes the cut because of a criminal record. An arrest in 2022 for blackmail and solicitation. According to the old news stories, she was part of a ring of call girls in Las Vegas who videotaped their clients and then extorted them for money." 
 

"Interesting," Grey said. "So she would know how to set this sort of thing up." 
 

"Maybe," I said. "But the Las Vegas scam was a simple pictures-for-money deal, nothing as complicated as what's being run against Eddie. Still, she does seem to be the closest fit to our blackmailer so far. She's not on duty tonight, and isn't due back until tomorrow morning. So if anybody sees her enter the building, you're to call me immediately. Any questions?" 
 

I looked around at their faces. Everyone seemed to be with me so far. 
 

"Good." 
 

I tapped on the notebook again, and called up our task list for the evening. 
 

"As I see it, we've got four principle zones what we need to put under surveillance. 
 

"Zone #1. The room itself. I want someone to sit up with Eddie and pay attention to anything, anything that goes on in his room. There may be some minor detail that will help us make sense of all this." 
 

I looked around the room. The blond kid seemed particularly eager for the assignment, but I could see where that was gonna lead. He'd spend all his time flirting with Eddie, and wouldn't notice if a herd of elephants came stampeding through the room. Grey wasn't a much better bet. I'd seen the way she drooled over Eddie in the blackmail footage. That left... 
 

"Parker," I said. "You better take that assignment. Lord knows I can't have you walking around the hotel carrying that shoe box." 
 

Parker looked annoyed, but nodded. 
 

"OK. Zone #2. The fifteenth floor. We should have someone walk around this floor about once an hour, to check for signs that the blackmailer is watching the room. We should probably rotate who does it, so that they don't see the same person walking by all the time. And no offense to blondie here, but he's probably not trained to spot surveillance. So that leaves Grey and I. Jen, you take the even numbered hours, and I'll take the odd. Clear?" 
 

"Aye aye, Captain Bligh." 
 

"I'll take that for a 'yes'. Expanding the search radius again brings us to zone #3: The public areas of the hotel. The three restaurants, the bar, the lobby, the gift shop, the downstairs meeting rooms, the ballroom, the parking lot, and the drop off area in front of the hotel." 
 

"That's a lot of space," Grey said. 
 

"True, but there's no help for it. Since we don't know what we're looking for, we can't rule anything out. You, Daniel and I will cover these areas as best we can. We'll link our palmtops together and share data. Each time you survey one of these areas, check it off the list and note the time you arrived and anything unusual that's going on. Then look over the list for the location that hasn't been visited by anyone for the longest time, and go to it. If we all follow that protocol, we should be able to cover everything and avoid bunching up." 
 

"You sure like giving orders," the blond kid observed. "Were you in the military?" 
 

"Yes, but it was covert ops, so if I told you about it I'd have to kill you. Anyway, moving on to zone #4. This one's not geographic, but consists of hotel staff members who are probably aware of anything unusual going on in the hotel: The concierge, the bellboys, the desk clerks, the bartenders. We should try to chat up as many of these folks as we can. Be subtle, but find out what they know. --Oh, and note that I've omitted our three suspicious characters from this list. I do not want anyone talking to them. If they are tied in with the blackmailer, I don't want to tip them off that they're being watched.-- I've prioritized the rest of the list, and split it down the middle. Jen, you take this half. I'll take the other. That way we won't be wasting our time talking to the same people all night. We should try to switch back and forth between area surveillance and personal interviews. Maybe..." 
 

"What about Daniel?" Parker asked. 
 

"What about him?" 
 

"You should use him for this. He's good at getting people to open up." 
 

I looked at the blond kid again. I'll bet he was. 
 

"You've got a point." 
 

I turned the notebook around so that blondie could read the list. 
 

"Which names do you want?" I asked. 
 

He looked it over. 
 

"I can't tell from this. I have to see which ones think I'm cute." 
 

Well, that did make a certain amount of sense. 
 

"OK. How about this: You take all the women on the list, and any of the men that you seem to hit it off with. Just check them off so that Jen and I know about it. Fair enough?" 
 

"Sounds good." 
 

"Fine. Then that's about it," I said. "Any questions?" 
 

They all looked around at each other, but nobody said anything. 
 

"Good, let's get a move on, then." 
 

Eddie, Parker, and the thing in the shoe box went into the other room to begin their watch. Daniel and Grey got out their palmtops, and I linked us all into a common database with the names of people we needed to talk to and the areas we needed to watch. This was going to be a fairly complicated piece of surveillance. I could only hope that it would turn up something.
 

 
 







Chapter 32:
 The Gumshoe
 Saturday April 26, 9:24 PM

I closed the door behind us, and collapsed into a big overstuffed chair, with the shoe box in my lap. Eddie sat on the edge of the bed, looking at me. 
 

"So what do we do now?" he asked. 
 

"We wait. See if anything happens." 
 

"Oh." 
 

He looked around, obviously bored. Out of habit, his eyes settled on the TV screen. Even turned off, the idiot box had a certain magnetism. Unfortunately, the blackmailer had specified that this was to be a no-TV night for Eddie. I wondered if the guy knew what a cruel punishment that was. 
 

"You want to play cards?" Eddie asked. 
 

"Sure," I said. 
 

"You got any?" 
 

"No. You?" 
 

"Sorry."
 

 "Oh." 
 

He sat there looking at me for a while. 
 

"Can I play with your cat?" he asked. 
 

"Sure." 
 

I passed him the shoe box. He picked up the little runt and started scritching it behind the ears. Well, at least that would keep the two of them busy for a few minutes. I had other things to worry about. 
 

I'd spent the afternoon running down everything I could find about Mr. "Vincent Price". There were still some gaps in the story, but it made for interesting reading. 
 

I'd started with National Demographics, a company that's sort of the Big Brother of marketing firms. If you're living in the US and you've got a credit card, then they've got a file on you. They'll definitely have your home address and phone number, and the odds are good that they'll also know your taste in music, what newsites you subscribe to, and what kind of porn you secretly watch at two in the morning. 
 

"Vincent Price" first came up on their system in 2030, when he filled out a form for a frequent shopper card at a grocery store in Austin Texas. At the time, he claimed to be 21, although that was probably a lie so that he could buy beer. And once National D had his basic info, pretty much every purchase he made went into his file. From the look of it, Vincent was spending about $30K a year on rent and goodies, with no visible means of support. 
 

In 2032, he abruptly moved to Orlando Florida. Here, I got a bit of luck. A search of his name in the local newsites turned up an arrest for shoplifting from an Old Navy store. The incident was mentioned only briefly in the "police blotter" section of the news, but it gave me enough info to set up a search through the court records. According to those, Vincent's bail was posted by a third party named Robert Saunders. A brief examination of that individual's bio revealed an unmarried man in his early fifties who owned a vacation house on Fire Island. I could connect the dots on that score. 
 

I tried calling Saunders, but when I mentioned Vincent's name he hung up. I called back a few times, but the guy wouldn't answer. Not in a big hurry to hear about his former boyfriend, apparently. 
 

In 2034 Vince's address shifted to an apartment in Miami Beach. His National Demographics file now estimated his spending at around $60K per year, still with no known source of income. In September of that year, Vince was arrested for prostitution. 
 

I was puzzled by that. The Miami PD is pretty laid back about such things. Heck, the hustlers there advertise in the newsites, posting pictures of themselves and explaining their "special talents". It was hard to imagine what a guy would have to do to get arrested in that town. My bet was that the local cops had pegged Vince for something else, but couldn't prove it. So they'd used the vice rap to run him out of town. I'd seen similar things done in Atlanta when I was with the force. "Vincent Price" was released on bail, and promptly disappeared from both Miami Beach and National Demographics records. All just a few weeks before "Vince Jett" turned up in Atlanta. 
 

So now I knew where Vince had been for the last few years, and I knew that he was "in the business". But I still didn't have the one piece of his history that I really needed: When had Vincent and Montague crossed paths? 
 

The most likely explanation was that Montague had hired Vincent's services at some point, maybe on a business trip to Orlando or Miami. But then why was Vincent going to so much trouble to take Montague down? What was the source of Vincent's colossal grudge against Montague? It's hard to work up that kind of anger over a one night stand, and there was no evidence that the two of them had ever seriously dated. Quite the contrary; according to the records, they had never even lived in the same city. 
 

So why was Vince so angry? And why wasn't Montague aware of it? I mean, normally you know it when you've made an enemy. You make a point of avoiding that person in the future. You don't invite them to parties. Even if the party is a vampiric sex orgy. 
 

The whole thing didn't make a lick of sense. I banged my head against the back of the chair a few times, but the cushions were just too damn soft to work up a satisfying thud. 
 

I noticed that Eddie was staring at me. 
 

"Are you mad at me?" he asked. 
 

"What? No. Why would you think that?" 
 

"You look mad." 
 

"I was thinking about something else. Another case I'm working on. It's not going well." 
 

"Oh. You wanna tell me about it?" 
 

"I can't. Client confidentiality." 
 

"Oh." 
 

He rubbed the kitten's tummy for a few seconds, then looked back up at me. 
 

"You sure it's only a case? You look pretty upset." 
 

"Yeah. It's just frustrating." 
 

I paused. 
 

"Eddie, let me ask you a hypothetical question: How can two people be enemies, and one of them doesn't know it?" 
 

"What do you mean?" 
 

"I mean one person hates the other's guts. Hates him so much that he's trying to ruin the guy's life. And the other person doesn't know a thing about it." 
 

Eddie laughed. It was the first time I'd seen him smile. In person, anyway. 
 

"Well, you came to the right person. People are always mad at me, and I never know why. Could it be a mistake?" 
 

"I don't understand." 
 

"Well suppose this one guy-- can we give these people names? It's too confusing to talk about two guys without names." 
 

"OK. Let's call them Joe and Bert." 
 

"Fine. Which one's angry?" 
 

"Bert," I said. "He's got a mean streak." 
 

"OK. Well suppose Joe made a mistake. He does something that ruins Bert's life. Maybe he drops a cigarette that burns down Bert's house. Or maybe he backs his car over Bert's dog. Or maybe he sleeps with this woman that he doesn't know is Bert's wife." 
 

"Are we still speaking hypothetically here?" 
 

"The point is that Joe doesn't even know what he's done. But Bert does, and he's all steamed up about it." 
 

"That actually makes some sense." 
 

I tried to think it through. As far as I knew, Vince didn't have a dog and his house had never burned down. But the bit about the wife made some sense. From what I'd seen, Montague was in the habit of acquiring pretty boys. Could he have stolen away the love of Vince's life? Or worse-- what if Montague had accidentally killed someone during one of those bloodletting orgies. And what if it was someone that Vince cared about? 
 

I turned the idea over in my head. It was purely theoretical, but it did fit the facts. Maybe my brain could stop chewing on it for a while now. 
 

Eddie's phone rang, and he took it out of his pocket. 
 

"You're not supposed to answer it," I reminded him. 
 

"I know. I just want to see who it is." 
 

He glanced at the caller ID screen. 
 

"Mom. Figures. Probably wondering why I haven't called this week." 
 

He put the phone away, and rubbed the kitten's tummy some more. It opened its mouth in what I've decided must be the "I'm hungry" signal. 
 

"I'll be right back," I said. 
 

I went into the adjoining room and got the milk. Then I came back and sat next to Eddie on the bed. 
 

"OK. Just hold him like that. I want to see if he'll eat something." 
 

I gave the little runt a taste of the eyedropper, and he finally expressed some interest in it. He sucked down a couple spoonfuls. 
 

"He's cute," Eddie said. 
 

I looked at him skeptically. 
 

"OK. He's ugly as hell," Eddie admitted. "But he's still cute. Where'd you get him?" 
 

"That's kind of a long story," I said, refilling the dropper. 
 

"Good," Eddie responded. "I like stories. And it's not like we've got anything else to do." 
 

"Well..." 
 

I don't talk about cases. But what I was doing for Daniel wasn't exactly a case. I mean, no client, nobody paying my fee. So no confidentiality issues. 
 

"I guess. But you've got to keep it a secret. OK?" 
 

Eddie agreed. I started telling him the short version of the story, beginning with me on the roof across the street from the vampire club. But he kept asking questions, and I kept filling in more details. Stuff I hadn't meant to tell him. He was a good listener, and I... I was tired, and I'd been keeping all this in my head for way too long. 
 

Back when I was a kid "in the business", I used to get these weird clients every once in a while. Guys who just wanted to talk. I mean, they're paying $300 an hour for my time, and all they want to do is talk? At the time it seemed bizarre to me. But as I get older... well, I still wouldn't pay $300 an hour for it, but it doesn't seem as strange. Normally, I talk cases over with Jen. But like I said, this wasn't a case. And I didn't think she'd understand. 
 

Eddie and I wound up talking for almost an hour. Well, I did most of the talking, and Eddie asked questions. I realized after a while that he was smarter than he let on. He kept picking up on little details that I hadn't realized I'd said, making guesses about what I was leaving out. Around the time that I started getting hoarse, he asked how I knew so much about the escort service that Daniel works for. And for some reason, I admitted to my scandalous past. 
 

"You?" Eddie asked. "Really?" 
 

"Don't look so surprised." 
 

"It's just that..." 
 

"I know. I was a lot younger and cuter then." 
 

"No, I mean... why?" 
 

"I was fifteen. I was on my own. It paid the rent." 
 

Eddie laughed. 
 

"It's funny," he said. "All this time, I though you were... you know. Looking down on me because of the stuff in the video." 
 

"Oh yeah. My job is so glamorous that I can afford to sneer at what other people do for a living. Have I told you about the time I was on a stakeout and I spent a whole day in a dumpster?" 
 

"Really?" 
 

"Oh yeah. But what about you? Why are you in the business? You must have better options." 
 

"Better than what? It's not like my job sucks, Drew." 
 

"I didn't mean to..." 
 

"No really. I mean... OK, it's not like these women are supermodels or anything, but... well like when they first open the door, and they see me there, and their whole face lights up. Like they are just so happy to see me. Do you know what it's like to have someone want you that much? It's like..." 
 

He stopped talking, as the kitten chose that particular moment to pee all over him. 
 

"Shit!" 
 

"Sorry. He's not litter box trained yet." 
 

"It's OK," Eddie said, handing me the little stinker. 
 

He jumped up and sprinted into the bathroom, where he pulled off his shirt and threw it in the sink. 
 

I couldn't help but laugh. 
 

"Sorry," I said. "Next time I'll just spill wine on you." 
 

"Huh?" Eddie said, as he filled the sink with water. 
 

"You know, the pickup line? Where you spill wine on someone and then say, 'Maybe if you soak it right away, it won't stain.'" 
 

"Oh yeah, that one." Eddie pulled off his shoes. "So the cat piss was just an excuse to get me naked?" 
 

"Well, it's not one of my better ploys, I'll admit." 
 

Eddie emptied his pockets onto the counter. He started to unzip his jeans, and then looked up. 
 

And caught me staring at him. What can I say? I am only human. 
 

He stared back at me for a second or two, and I thought I'd embarrassed him. At least, until he struck a pose and started flexing. 
 

"Cute," I said. 
 

I felt my face turning red. 
 

"Hey, you started it. Is this what you were hoping for?" 
 

He danced around, doing a little striptease out of his jeans and down to his boxers. And then he shot me a smile that raised my body temperature by about four degrees. 
 

"Now you're just being cruel." 
 

"Sorry," he said, dropping the act. "I kind of get off on the attention." 
 

"I noticed." 
 

He tossed the jeans in the sink with the shirt, and added a little shampoo to the mix. Then he came back and curled up on the bed. 
 

"So, what were we talking about?" 
 

"I... um...." 
 

I was still staring at him. 
 

"Aren't you gonna put some clothes on?" I finally asked. 
 

"No. I always sleep in my boxers. Don't you?" 
 

"Well, yeah, but..." 
 

"But what?" 
 

"But I'm not as distracting as you are." 
 

He smiled at that. And then he stretched. I found myself looking at his stomach, and realizing that I could count each individual muscle in it. My eyes wandered up his torso to his chest, his shoulders. When they reached his face, Eddie smiled. It was the nicest thing about him. 
 

"You're being a tease," I said. 
 

He shrugged. 
 

"It's one of my flaws." 
 

He kept smiling. I felt my face burning a shade redder. 
 

"Um... we were talking about... about..." 
 

I caught my eyes starting to wander south down Eddie's body again. I managed to peel them away and forced myself to stare at the wall until my head cleared enough to talk. 
 

"I'm sorry," I said, laughing a little. "I can't carry on a conversation like this." 
 

"That's OK," Eddie said. "We don't have to talk." 
 

My eyes wandered back over to him. He stared back at me. 
 

"Aren't you supposed to be straight?" I finally asked. 
 

Eddie shrugged again. 
 

"Do you really want to make an issue of it?" 
 

Hm. He had a point.
 



 
 







Chapter 33:
 The Woman in Black
 Sunday April 27, 6:04 AM

"Ballroom two was being used for a wedding reception," Grey went on, reading off the notes on her palmtop. "I chatted up a few of the guests. The groom works for a pharmaceutical company as a sales rep, pushing over the counter acne creams. Here, I've got a free sample he gave me. The bride owns a business that makes fake plants-- you know, plastic trees and flowers for office buildings. Neither of them has any connection to LA or the Rockland Brothers that I could ferret out. Oh, but the cake was good." 
 

She stopped reading and looked at me. I shrugged. It sure didn't suggest a motive for blackmail to me. I swallowed another slug of mediocre coffee, and noticed the little slogan printed on the cup. 
 

Lesson #14: Opposite's attract, but they also annihilate. 
 

Great. Like I need philosophy at this hour of the morning. 
 

We were sitting in the Hagel's Bagels across the street from the hotel. We'd spent all night watching the Hyatt, and hadn't seen any sign of our blackmailer or his mysterious reason for choosing this hotel. So I'd suggested that we grab some breakfast and go over our notes together, in case anything jumped out at us on a second look. 
 

"Anything else?" I asked. 
 

Grey glanced over her notes. 
 

"Just one more thing. A guy at the bar who got drunk and started singing a Gilbert and Sullivan tune." 
 

"Really? Which one?" 
 

"I am little Buttercup." 
 

"Was he any good?" 
 

"No. Anyway, one of the bellboys had to help him up to his room. I followed them onto the elevator and watched them get off on the nineteenth floor. That was a little after two in the morning." 
 

Again, the incident did nothing to suggest why the blackmailer would be interested in this hotel. I swallowed another mouthful of coffee. There were three possibilities. Either the blackmailer really was picking the hotels at random. Or the reason was so subtle that we couldn't see it. Or we were looking right at it and just couldn't recognize it. 
 

Across from me, blondie was starting on his fourth bagel. 
 

"Excuse me," I said. "But how can you eat that much and still be around four percent body fat?" 
 

"Oh, I get a lot of exercise," he said with a wink. 
 

I'll bet. 
 

"Well, exercise your mouth for a while. What did you manage to dig up last night?" 
 

He wiped the cream cheese off his lips, and pulled out his palm top. 
 

"OK. Let's see. A little after ten, I noticed a cute guy in an army uniform who came into the lobby and sat down. About 6'2", blond hair, brown eyes. He kept checking his watch, like he was waiting for someone, but he left twenty minutes later without talking to anybody." 
 

The kid looked up hopefully, as if expecting me to pounce on the detail as the key to the whole mystery. 
 

"Sorry, doesn't mean anything to me. Next." 
 

He read down through the rest of his notes. Cute guys who came into the lobby. Cute guys who were loitering around the parking deck. Cute guys hanging out at the bar. There was a definite pattern to the things that he took notice of. If I ever had to stakeout a ruthless band of male models, I'd know exactly who to turn to. 
 

"And then around three in the morning I started a conversation with Dimitri, the assistant concierge," blondie went on. "Nice guy. Mid twenties, curly black hair. Pisces. Oh, and I've got his home phone number, in case that's important. Anyway, he kind of took a shine to me, and I chatted him up for an hour about everything that was going on in the building. First off, there was a bachelorette party up on the twenty-first floor. They had a stripper come in, with a cowboy hat and boots and a lasso. And there was some sort of Arab Sheik staying in one of the big suites up top. Dimitri said he was from an island somewhere... oh, here's the name, 'Bahrain'. There was also some big shot from the Baptist News Network who was here with a couple of body guards. You know, black suits, bulges under the armpits where they carry their pistols. Very MIBS. Apparently, this Baptist guy has been staying here a lot lately. Then there was a professional wrestler named..." 
 

"Wait a minute," Grey stopped him. "The Baptist guy. You said he stays here a lot?" 
 

"Yeah," blondie said, glancing back at his notes. "According to Dimitri, the guy works down the street at the Liberty Media Tower. He stays here whenever he's working late, or has to be in early the next morning. Saves him the hour drive out to Marietta and back." 
 

Grey closed her eyes, and seemed to be meditating or something. 
 

"Does that mean something to you?" I prodded her. 
 

"Not exactly," she said, opening her eyes. "I was just thinking. Eddie's been ordered to this hotel five times now, right? So whatever is special about this place, it must be something that happens on a repeating basis. Like a customer who stays here frequently, or something like that." 
 

I turned back to Daniel. 
 

"Do you have the exact dates that this suit from BNN stayed here?" 
 

"No. I don't. But Dimitri says that the guy has practically moved in lately. Trouble at work or something." 
 

"And did you happen to get this Baptist guy's name?" 
 

"Yeah." Blondie paged through his notes. "Trent Reed." 
 

Now that was interesting. 
 

Grey noticed my reaction. 
 

"Do you know him?" she asked. 
 

"We met a couple of times, back when I was working for Justin. Reed is Stonewall's number two man at BNN. He's been getting a lot of press lately. They've been having trouble with..." 
 

I stopped. News. About Reed. I was missing something. I took another sip of coffee and tried to focus. 
 

Reed had been all over the news lately, and not just on his own network. He'd been doing the talk show circuit, debating Calvin Walker, the Christian Alliance spokesman. He'd done some print interviews. He'd been booed off the stage at Freedom University... 
 

That was it. Two weeks ago. He'd gone to Freedom University to give a speech, filling in for Stonewall. The student body had booed him off the stage. I remember seeing the footage on the news. A couple reporters described it as a "riot". 
 

And Freedom University is less than an hour away from Richmond. 
 

"Give me a minute," I said. 
 

I didn't want to say anything until I was sure. I grabbed my palmtop and pulled up the story from the newsite archives. Sure enough, Reed was at Freedom University the same day that Eddie had been ordered to stay in Richmond. 
 

"Got it," I announced. "I've found a connection." 
 

After that, it all started to fall together. I explained what I was thinking, and the three of us pulled up the news stories about Reed for the last month, tracing his movements. The night that Eddie was ordered to New York, Reed was there taping a talk show. And the two nights that Eddie was ordered to DC, Reed was there on political business for Stonewall. 
 

"Wow," Grey said when we were done. "That's it. It has to be. We've got him." 
 

"So this is the guy who's doing the blackmail?" Daniel asked. "But why? I mean... He's doing all this just to have Eddie sleeping in the same building with him? Weird way to get your kicks." 
 

"I agree," I said. "And it doesn't seem like Reed. I've only met him a couple of times, but I'm pretty sure that he's straight." 
 

"How can you tell?" Daniel asked. 
 

I glanced down at my breasts. 
 

"Oh." 
 

"Hold it!" Grey said, snapping her fingers. "I've got it. I've really got it!" 
 

She stared into space for a few seconds, making little jotting motions with her fingers. 
 

"Well either get it treated or share it with the rest of us," I said. 
 

"Sorry. Just working out the details. Can you call up the text of the original blackmail notes?" 
 

"Sure." 
 

I did so, and handed Grey my palmtop. 
 

"Yeah. This is it." 
 

"What is it?" I demanded. 
 

"Look at this," she said. 
 

She put the palmtop on the table for the rest of us to see. 
 

"All these crazy instructions. All this business about messing up the room or leaving it in pristine condition. Ordering from room service at certain times but not ordering at others. Leaving big tips, and apologizing to the staff. Don't you see what the blackmailer is trying to do?" 
 

"No," I said. "So quit milking this for drama and get to the point." 
 

"It's not about Eddie. That's been our mistake. We've been trying to figure out what the blackmailer wants from Eddie. But he's not the target of all this. He's just a prop. The blackmailer is only using him to set up a scene." 
 

She pulled up the first blackmail note. 
 

"See, look at these instructions. Now suppose you didn't know what had really happened, and were just looking at the records, trying to reconstruct the events of that night. You see Eddie check in, you see that he ordered dinner. Then, at 10:30, the entry logs have him him opening the door to his room. Which means that either he's leaving, or he's letting someone else in. At 11, he tells room service to send up a bottle of scotch, so it must be the latter-- he's got company in there. And since the door doesn't open again till 5:30 the next morning, that company must have spent the whole night. And to back up that story, you find out from the hotel staff that Eddie left the room in a major mess, as if he'd been partying all night. They remember because he left them a big tip and apologized for it. You see where I'm going?" 
 

"I think so," I said. 
 

She clicked on to the next note. 
 

"Now look at Eddie's second hotel stay. He checks in at seven. At nine o'clock he makes a call to a re-dialing service, so he must be trying to get in touch with someone who's name he doesn't want to turn up on his phone bill. At 9:15, the entry logs show him opening the door to the room. This time, though, there's no evidence that he's in his room after that time. No order to room service, no telephone calls, he doesn't even download any television programs. Then at six am, the door opens again, and someone switches on the TV. The maids report that his bed was unslept in. They remember, again, because Eddie's famous and he left them a big tip." 
 

"OK," I said. "So this time the blackmailer is trying to make it look like Eddie snuck out of the room and hooked up with somebody. Presumably, the same person he called using the re-dialing service." 
 

"Right. Then there's the third night. This time, Eddie hangs around the restaurant bar for a couple of hours, as if he's waiting for someone. The bartender remembers because, once again, Eddie leaves a big tip. Then he exits the bar, and the footage from the surveillance camera in the elevator shows him going up to the the fourteenth floor. And it doesn't show him coming back down until the next morning. And the hotel records show that he never checked in." 
 

I saw where she was going with this one. 
 

"So the obvious conclusion," I said, "is that Eddie spent the night with someone who already had a room. A room on the fourteenth floor." 
 

"Exactly. And I'll bet that if we could get into those hotel records, we'd find out that the fourteenth floor..." 
 

"... is where Trent Reed was staying that night," I finished the thought for her. 
 

For the first time, Grey and I seemed to be working on the same wavelength. 
 

Blondie, however, was feeling left out. 
 

"OK," Daniel said. "If the two of you are finished with your creepy little mind meld, can you tell me what's going on?" 
 

"It's a layered blackmail scheme," Grey explained. "They blackmailed Eddie first, so that they could use him to create some dirt on their real target, Trent Reed. They're manufacturing evidence that the two of them are having an affair." 
 

"Yeah," I said. "But it's all circumstantial evidence. And a person would have to do a lot of digging to even turn it up. Seems like an awfully weird way to try and blackmail someone. No compromising photos, no recorded conversations. I mean, who's really gonna jump to the conclusion that these two guys are sleeping together based on a bunch of hotel room records?" 
 

Grey though about it for a few seconds. 
 

"How about the media?" 
 

She had a point. This was exactly the sort of story they would leap on. Televangelist caught in homosexual affair with disgraced actor. Just the suggestion would set their little reporter hearts racing. And they would have the resources to dig out all the little details and put them together. And then, sure enough, it would look like the Eddie and Reed were sleeping together. The circumstantial evidence would be overwhelming. All those times that Eddie had flown to a city where Reed was going to be. The fact that they always stayed in the same hotel. All the little clues that Eddie was meeting someone in that hotel for sex. Sure, there was no smoking gun. But that would only make it seem like Reed had covered his tracks. The story would start with the tabloids. Then the mainstream news organizations would report on the fact that the tabloids were reporting on it. And then the story would be everywhere. 
 

"You're right," I admitted to Grey. "It is aimed at the press. Which means that it's not about blackmailing Trent Reed. It's about taking him down, destroying his career, and maybe sinking the Baptist News Network along with him." 
 

I smiled. Finally, I felt like I was getting a handle on this case. 
 

"And I think I know who's behind all this."
 

 
 







Chapter 34:
 Monk Malone, the Gumshoe Gorilla
 Sunday April 27, 6:30 AM

I found my partner in the shower. The shower in the locker room of his old high school, to be exact. 
 

"Good game, Parker" called out a blond kid who was rinsing off. Chase Bryant, the captain of the soccer team. 
 

"Yeah, thanks," Drew said, blushing a little. 
 

"No, really." Chase insisted. "That was some goal."
 

Drew turned a brighter shade of pink. 
 

"Aw, you could have taken that shot yourself," he said. "Why'd you pass the ball to me?" 
 

The blond kid shrugged. 
 

"You were in better position." 
 

"Well, thanks." 
 

"No problem," Chase said. 
 

He turned off the water and took a step towards Drew. 
 

"Is there anything else I can assist you with?" 
 

I cleared my throat. They both looked in my direction. 
 

"Sorry to interrupt guys, but I need to talk to Drew." 
 

"Uh... can't it wait?" Drew asked. "I haven't finished my shower yet." 
 

"Don't bother. I know how this sequence ends. Blondie there asks if there's anything else that he can assist you with, and you leer at him suggestively. There's an awkward moment of silence, then the two of you move closer together. And right when you're about to kiss, your mother comes walking in. Now, can we get down to business?" 
 

"Uh.... Maybe I'll see you tomorrow, Drew," Chase said, and walked out. 
 

Drew glared at me. 
 

"I'll be in the kitchen when you're ready," I said. 
 

I walked through the door and plunked myself down at the kitchen table, helping myself to a bowl of lucky charms. Drew came in a minute later, wrapped in a towel. 
 

"Your timing could use some work," he said. 
 

He picked up the empty box of Lucky Charms and shook it upside-down over his bowl. 
 

"Hey Mom! We're out of cereal!" 
 

"I'm going to the store today!" she called back. "Find something else for now." 
 

Drew hunted around the kitchen, slamming cabinet doors. 
 

"I need to talk to you," I said, trying to get his attention. "I did some checking up on those talking animals that were so eager to have us take on Skye's case." 
 

"So?" Drew said. 
 

He found a brag of pretzels, and poured them into a bowl with some milk. 
 

"So, you need to pay attention to this. I started with the turtle. Word on the street is that old shell head is an errand boy for one of the deeper powers." 
 

"Deeper powers?" Drew said, milk dripping from his mouth. 
 

"Folks you don't want to mess with, if you can help it. Some of them are so old that they remember when your species and mine were still kissin' cousins. Anyway, I tried to find out which one the turtle is working for. But either my contacts don't know, or they're too scared to talk. I'd put money on the latter." 
 

"So why do these 'deeper power' guys want us on this case, anyway?" 
 

"That's what I want to know. The deeper powers don't usually muck about with stuff in the human world, not unless there's something big at stake. I just can't figure out why Eddie is so damn important to them." 
 

Drew munched his pretzels. 
 

"Maybe they think he's cute." 
 

"Yeah," I said, "maybe. Anyway, I also checked up on the fox. Turns out she's freelance talent, but nobody seems to know who's paying her kennel fees on this one. But she doesn't work cheap, so it must be somebody who's seriously connected." 
 

"And again, we come back to the question of why someone like that would care about Eddie," Drew said. 
 

"Second verse same as the first. You got it. Then there's the rattlesnake. The totem for that Cherokee drag queen you were so buddy-buddy with last year." 
 

"Ice-in-Summer? Isn't she dead?" 
 

"Yeah, but it hasn't slowed her down much. Anyway, since we were already acquainted, I asked the snake to meet me at a bar. We had a few beers, I bought her a couple mice, she started to loosen her coils. Still wouldn't give me the 411 on her interest in the case, but she did let something interesting slip." 
 

"Which was?" 
 

"She said that Ice wanted you on this case because she knew you wouldn't crack it." 
 

"Excuse me?" 
 

"You heard me. She wants you, because she thinks you won't find the guy." 
 

Drew slammed his spoon down into the bowl, sending milk flying everywhere. 
 

"HEY! I am a great detective!" 
 

"I've never said otherwise." 
 

"So what makes some stupid talking snake think that I can't handle this?" 
 

"Well, there was that big case last year where you got your client killed." 
 

"That was not my fault! Who could have guessed that he'd be stupid enough to walk right into..." 
 

"And that time you took the guy's fiancee on a stakeout." 
 

"Hey, how was I supposed to know that she had a gun?" 
 

"And of course, the poodle incident." 
 

Drew's lips flapped silently for a few seconds while he tried to find the right response to that one. In the meantime, I noticed flashbulbs going off nearby, and the murmur of voices. 
 

"Sounds like we have company," I said. 
 

I got up, and Drew followed me into the next room. It was a hotel suite, full of reporters, all of them snapping pictures. A group of them spotted Drew and rushed over to us. 
 

"Did you know the victim?" one of them asked. 
 

"How do you feel about his brutal murder?" 
 

"Is it true that he was secretly dating Cherry Chang?" 
 

Beyond the reporters, I could make out a corner of the bed. The sheets were stained red, and I could see a motionless foot. 
 

Drew saw it too. I saw the look of terror on his face. He shoved his way through the reporters and stood next to the bed, shaking. 
 

I managed to follow. The bed was covered in blood. It had soaked through the sheets and was dripping down onto the carpet with a sound like a slowly ticking clock. A man lay on his back. His face had been badly bruised, and something had cut through his throat, severing a major artery. 
 

"It's... it's not Daniel," Drew said. 
 

He sounded more surprised than relieved. He'd also morphed into his older persona. Pity. The kid version is easier to handle. 
 

"No," I said. "It's Eddie." 
 

All around us, the flashbulbs kept going off. 
 

"How... how did this happen?" Drew asked. 
 

I looked at the scene. It was fresh material, not one of Drew's usual repeating nightmares. I lifted the corpse's arm and checked his watch. 
 

"It hasn't," I said, showing Drew the date on the watch. "Not yet." 
 

Prophetic dreams, they can be a real bitch. 
 

"The twenty-eighth," Drew muttered. "That's only two days away." 
 

"We'd better get cracking then." 
 

Suddenly, I heard a familiar voice. Far off, but getting closer. I checked my own watch. We were almost out of time. 
 

"And speaking of the future," I said, "you might want to wake up about now. Linda's coming back to the room in under two minutes."
 

 
 







Chapter 35:
 The Gumshoe
 Sunday April 27, 6:35 AM

I woke up suddenly, sweating and out of breath. I looked around the room, trying to get my bearings. A hotel. I was in bed. Eddie. 
 

Oh yeah. 
 

I gave him a shove. 
 

"Huh?" 
 

"Get dressed, Linda's on her way up." 
 

Eddie sat up and rubbed his eyes. I jumped out of bed and pulled on my jeans, fumbled with the buttons on my shirt. Why did there have to be so many? I glanced over at Eddie. 
 

He was standing up and stretching. 
 

"Could you hurry?" I said. 
 

He picked up his clothes with the calm air of somebody who had been in this situation before, and walked into the bathroom. 
 

"Just tell her I'm in the shower," he said, and then closed the door behind him. 
 

Damn. Wish I'd thought of that. 
 

I was just pulling on my shoes when there was a knock on the connecting room door. I tied them quickly and then sprinted over open the door. 
 

"Oh, hi Linda. Done already?" 
 

"Already?" she said, walking past me into the room. "It's half past six in the morning." 
 

"Really?" I said, raising my wrist to look at my watch... which was currently lying on the floor next to the bed. I stuck my hand in my pocket. "I must have lost track of the time." 
 

She looked at me suspiciously. I was all too aware that my trigger happy blush reflex was going off again. 
 

Daniel and Jen followed her into the room. They seemed excited about something. Jen handed me a bag with a couple bagels in it. 
 

"We stopped for breakfast after we wrapped up surveillance," she said. "Oh, and then we solved the case. Mind if I brew some tea?" 
 

She went to the coffee maker, pulled out the reservoir, and headed towards the bathroom to fill it up. 
 

"Uh, Eddie's in there," I said. "And did you say that you solved the case?" 
 

"As usual, she's exaggerating," Linda said, sitting down on the unmade bed. "But we did make an important connection. We think we know what the blackmailer is after." 
 

"Really?" 
 

"Yeah!" Daniel said, bubbling over with excitement. "See, I was talking with this guy named Dimitri last night, and..." 
 

Daniel started to tell the story, with Jen and Linda interrupting every few seconds. They got as far as the part where they'd made the connection to Trent Reed, and then Eddie finished his shower and emerged from the bathroom. So they started the whole presentation all over again, for his benefit. I watched Eddie, standing there in a towel while the three of them competed for his attention, trying to explain what had happened last night. A couple of times he looked over and tried to catch my eye. 
 

What had happened last night? I was kind of wondering that myself. I guess it didn't take a rocket scientist to figure it out. Eddie was accustomed to trading on his looks, and he must have pegged me as someone that could help him get out of this jam. 
 

Either that, or I was an acceptable substitute for television. 
 

My compatriots finished laying out their whole theory of the crime. As near as I could understand it, they were convinced that someone was using Eddie to set up evidence of an affair between him and this Baptist guy, Trent Reed. There was a lot of conjecture in their story, but the theory did fit the facts pretty damn tightly. It explained why the blackmailer had Eddie running around to hotel rooms all over the country, and it explained all those crazy instructions about opening doors and making phone calls and such. Of course, it left one important question unanswered. 
 

"Who?" I asked. "Who would want to take out Reed this way?" 
 

"I've got a hunch," Linda said. "There's a nasty power struggle going on between the Baptist News Network and the Christian Alliance." 
 

"I've heard," I said. "It's been all over the news. More fallout from the Stonewall incident." 
 

"Right. Reed is Stonewall's number two man, and he's been running the network ever since the good Reverend went to jail. Which means that the Christian Alliance would like nothing better than to see Reed caught up in a gay sex scandal right now. His support would collapse overnight, and the collateral damage would probably finish off BNN as well." 
 

"Maybe," I agreed. 
 

What she was saying made sense. But there was something tickling at the back of my brain, trying to get my attention. 
 

"But there are a lot of other people who are ticked off at BNN," I said. "Any one of them could be behind this. The network has said some pretty ugly things about gays. And I believe they had a special on Wiccans last year called The Whores of Satan." 
 

"You watch their programs?" Jen asked. 
 

"Once in a while," I admitted. "I like to keep an eye on what those guys are up to." 
 

"I can see why. OK. So gay boys and witches. Who else is pissed at them?" 
 

I tried to remember all the bits of nastiness that I'd seen on that network over the last couple of years. 
 

"Uh... let me think. They've said some pretty mean things about Catholics. And they did a special on the Mormons a few months ago. The Cherokee, of course. The...." 
 

I stopped. Somewhere, from the back of my brain, a fragment of a dream was trying to claw its way to the surface. A rattlesnake, saying that she wanted me on this case because she knew that I'd blow it. 
 

Why would Ice put me on a case that she didn't want me to solve? She wouldn't... unless she was trying to protect someone. 
 

"It's the Cherokee," I muttered. "The Nation. They set this up." 
 

Jen and Linda looked at each other, then back at me. 
 

"Uh... Parker?" Linda said. "You know something that the rest of us don't?" 
 

"Not yet. Right now it's just a hunch. I'll need a few hours to check it out." 
 

"A hunch?" Jen said, eyeing me suspiciously. "You've been having a lot of those lately." 
 

"Yeah, must be all the fiber in my diet." 
 

"But why would the Cherokee Nation go after Reed?" Jen asked. 
 

"Their big case is up before the world court," I explained. "Stonewall was leading the political charge against them, rallying public opposition to a settlement. And Reed's taken over the job since Stonewall went to prison. Remove Reed --or better yet, remove BNN altogether-- and you knock the backbone out of the opposition." 
 

I went over to the bed and grabbed my watch and the box with the kitten. The runt was still breathing. He rolled over and yawned. I guess vets don't know everything. 
 

"Fine, go run down this hunch of yours, Parker," Linda said. "But I'm gonna check up on the Christian Alliance. I've still got some contacts from my days with Justin. I think I know the sort of people they'd use to set up something like this." 
 

"And what about me?" Jen said. 
 

"You fill in Skye and Charles," I responded, "and then stick with Eddie. After he checks out of the room, take him some place safe and keep an eye on him." 
 

Jen looked less than thrilled with the assignment. She'd rather be in the thick of things. But we needed someone to babysit Eddie. I had this feeling that something bad was gonna happen to him. 
 

The meeting broke up. Linda heading off to milk her contacts in the Christian Alliance. Eddie going into the bathroom to mousse his hair. Daniel following him to watch. 
 

I took Jen aside. 
 

"Be on your toes. And don't let Eddie out of your sight." 
 

"Another hunch?" she asked. 
 

"No. Just a sense of how all this will play out. If your theory is right, then sometime in the next few days the blackmailer is gonna leak a story about this supposed affair to the media." 
 

"Yeah. So?" 
 

"So, if you were the blackmailer, would you trust Eddie to keep his mouth shut? I mean, even if you told him what to say, how long do you think he could keep his story straight? How long before he slips up?" 
 

"You're saying that..." 
 

"I'm saying that the blackmailer isn't gonna want to have Eddie around to answer questions. Maybe Eddie is gonna have a little accident." 
 

Jen raised an eyebrow. 
 

"Or..." she said slowly, "...maybe this affair with Reed is supposed to end in a nasty lovers quarrel." 
 

I thought about it. What better way to get the media interested in the story? Someone finds Eddie's nude body lying in a hotel room, murdered. Maybe an empty liquor bottle and some condom wrappers thrown in for ambiance. The press would go into a feeding frenzy, trying to find out who the killer-lover was. Reporters would fan out and find all those little pointers leading back to Trent Reed. It wasn't evidence that would hold up in court, but it didn't need to be. It would make one hell of a story. 
 

"Just be careful," I said. 
 

"I'll keep my eyes open." 
 

"Good." 
 

I walked over to Daniel. He was in the bathroom, talking hair care products with Eddie. 
 

"You need a ride back to your car?" I asked. 
 

"Oh, sure," Daniel said. 
 

Then he stared at me for a few seconds. 
 

"Have you ever thought about using styling gel, Drew? I mean just a little, to tame that curl you've got?" 
 

"Come on," I said. "We've got work to do."
 

 
 







Chapter 36:
 The Gumshoe
 Sunday April 27, 7:29 AM

I unlocked the car and Daniel jumped in. He went straight for the stereo controls, called up the extended dance mix of The Raven, and then drummed along with it on the dashboard, all bouncy and happy. He looked over and caught me staring at him. 
 

"What?" he asked, grinning. 
 

"Nothing. I've just never seen anybody come off an all night stakeout with so much energy." 
 

"Drew, we caught the bad guy! Don't you feel like celebrating?" 
 

"We haven't caught him yet," I corrected him. 
 

I pulled out of the parking lot and turned north. 
 

"Yeah, but we're close," Daniel said. "Can't you feel it? Oh, I wish you'd been there for breakfast. You should have seen Linda's face when I dropped the bombshell about Trent Reed being at the hotel. It was like 'Damn, the blond kid came in handy after all.' I thought she was actually going to change facial expressions." 
 

"She is a little reserved." 
 

"Reserved? Drew, the woman is an android." 
 

He launched into an impression of Linda. 
 

"Unit two, you will proceed to surveillance zone delta. Unit three, execute an intercept of subject at the fourth bar stool. Unit..." 
 

"She's just organized." 
 

"Ha! You're organized. Vince is organized. Linda is... electrical or something. Have you ever tried scratching her? You know, just to see if she'll bleed? I'll bet you two to one that she drips motor oil instead." 
 

"You don't like her because she won't cut you slack for being cute." 
 

"Yeah, well I've met kitchen appliances that have more personality. And besides, I think she's a lesbian." 
 

"Because she doesn't find you attractive?" 
 

"No. Because... well, just because," he said. "By the way, do you think that Eddie thinks I'm cute?" 
 

"Uh.... I don't think you're his type. I'm pretty sure he's straight." 
 

"Damn. He's adorable. Did you see his smile?" 
 

"Yeah," I muttered. "He has some nice dental work." 
 

Daniel looked at me funny. 
 

"What?" 
 

"You don't like Eddie?" he asked. 
 

"No... I mean, yes. I mean..." 
 

I had to be careful about how I phrased this. 
 

"I like him fine. He's a nice guy. He just needs to stay out of trouble." 
 

"So what did you guys talk about last night?" 
 

"Uh.... stuff." 
 

I could feel my face starting to blush. 
 

"So how's Vince?" I asked, trying to change the subject. 
 

"Oh, he's fine," Daniel said. "He doesn't sunburn as easily as I do." 
 

"Interesting." 
 

I paused. I wanted to talk to Daniel about the Bliss. About why I don't want him using it. And why I particularly don't want him using the stuff that Vince has been feeding him. But I wasn't sure how to go about it. Daniel and I were in that gray area, where I was way too young to talk to him like a father and way too old to talk to him like a contemporary. 
 

"So... it's serious between you and Vince?" 
 

"Yeah," Daniel said, smiling. "It is. I just feel so good when I'm around him. Do you know what that's like?" 
 

No. I thought to myself. But I'll bet it has something to do with all the heroin that he's been slipping you.

 

"Sort of," I said. But something must have crept into my voice. 
 

"Is something wrong?" Daniel asked. 
 

"No. Just..." I couldn't think of a way to finish the sentence. 
 

"Drew?" 
 

"Uh..." 
 

"Is there something you don't like about Vince?" 
 

Well, that was my opening to tell him. As good a one as I would ever get. But I waited a few seconds too long to move on it. 
 

"You're not jealous, are you?" Daniel asked. 
 

"No," I said, a little too fast. 
 

OK. I admit that I like Daniel. He's cute, and he's funny, and beneath all the casual vanity he's actually a pretty sweet guy. And I had enjoyed being the center of his attention for a few weeks after I pulled him out of that bar fight last year. But I've always known that it would never work out between us. 
 

The fact is that I've got more than a decade of experience on Daniel. We're in different places in our lives. Daniel is still caught up in that fantasy of love that Hollywood markets. And me, I'm somewhere past that, trying to figure out what comes next. And that's a difference that you just can't get around. Daniel and I would have started well, and ended badly. He was better off having his first big crush on someone his own age. Really. But why did it have to be Vince? 
 

"No," I said again. "It's just... well, I don't really know Vince. And I worry about you." 
 

"Ah," Daniel said. "That's sweet. But you really shouldn't. I can take care of myself. And besides, what am I gonna do? Bring every guy I date home to meet you?" 
 

"No," I responded. "Just give me their name and social security number. That's enough to run a background check." 
 

Daniel laughed. He must have thought I was kidding. 
 

"So tell me about Vince," I said. "What is it you like about him?" 
 

Daniel thought about it. 
 

"I dunno. It's hard to put into words. Of course he's cute. And he's really got his act together. He knows what he wants, and he goes after it. And he's interested in me. I mean, not just in sleeping with me, but in what I'm thinking and what I'm feeling. And... I just get the feeling that he might be the one. You know what I mean?" 
 

Oh yeah. The one. I remember him. That guy you're destined to be with, the one who's waiting out there for you to find him. That guy who's gonna understand you when nobody else does, who will see that special spark in you that the rest of the world misses. Unfortunately, he has a lot in common with Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny. We just cling to some myths longer, I guess. 
 

I had to tell him. 
 

"Look, Daniel, there's something I need to talk to you about." 
 

"Sure Drew. What?" 
 

I looked at him, and tried to spit it out. But how do you do that? How do you tell a 23 year old kid that his Mr. Right is a manipulative blackmailer who's getting him hooked on heroin and tricked him into sleeping with his own father. 
 

"Drew?" 
 

Of course, that assumed that Daniel didn't know about the blackmail plot. What if Vince had told him? What if Vince told Daniel that Montague was the father who had sent him away to the camps? Daniel might go along with the plan just to get even. 
 

"Drew? You in there?" 
 

"Sorry," I said. "I was just... something reminded me of my parents." 
 

It was a ham-handed segue, but I didn't have time to think of anything better. 
 

"Oh," Daniel muttered. 
 

"Do you remember your...?" 
 

"No," he cut me off. "I don't." 
 

There was a coldness in his voice that I'd never heard before. I took my eyes off the road and looked at his face. Trying to see past the puppy dog innocence he wears like a fashion accessory. I'd never seen a dark side to Daniel. But then, why would I? I've never hurt him. So how could I know what he would do to someone who had? How could I ever really know what kind of anger might be brewing behind those deep blue eyes? 
 

And what would I do if I found out that Daniel was a willing participant in all this? I'm not a big fan of blackmail, but maybe Montague had this one coming. To send your own kid away. A three year old boy. I tried to imagine how Daniel felt. Knowing that he was sent away for being gay, and then finding out that the bastard who did it is a closet case himself. Maybe the whole blackmail thing was just poetic justice. Daniel pointing out his father's hypocrisy. And who's to say he shouldn't make a little money off the arrangement, while he's at it? 
 

While I was musing over all this, Daniel picked the kitten up out of its box, and held it to his chest. 
 

"He's purring." 
 

"Yeah, cats do that," I said. "I think it means he's hungry." 
 

Daniel's expression softened a bit. 
 

"Can I?" 
 

"Sure. He's due for a feeding." 
 

Daniel got the eyedropper and cat milk out of the cooler and tried to convince the little runt to have some breakfast. But he was being finicky again. 
 

"Where'd you find him?" he asked. 
 

"Oh... uh..." 
 

I couldn't very well tell Daniel that I broke it out of a vampire club while I was stalking him and his boyfriend. 
 

"He turned up behind my building, near the dumpster. Someone must have left him there." 
 

"Poor thing." 
 

"Yeah, well people do some strange things to animals." 
 

We pulled into the lot for my office, and I dropped Daniel off at his car. He put the kitten back in the box and climbed out. 
 

"You gonna need me again tonight?" he asked through the open window. "For the case?" 
 

"We'll see," I said. "I've got a few things that I need to check on first."
 

 
 







Chapter 37:
 The Psychic
 Sunday April 27, 10:42 AM

"Yep," I said, scooping another handful of cat food and flour and pasta out of the sink. "That's about the size of it." 
 

The phone was silent for a few seconds, as Skye and Charles took in the whole story. I glanced over at Eddie, who was sweeping sugar up off the floor. 
 

"Interesting," Skye finally said. 
 

"Yes," Charles agreed, "at least we're making progress. How are you going to proceed from here?" 
 

"Well, we're taking a look at everyone who's got a beef with Trent Reed. Linda is tracking down some of her old contacts in the Christian Alliance. Drew's got a hunch that the Cherokee might be involved-- you know, because Reed's been mobilizing opposition to their lawsuit-- so he's looking into that. And I'm babysitting Eddie, trying to keep him out of trouble." 
 

Hearing his name, my little worker bee looked up. I motioned for him to get back to sweeping. 
 

"You've got him someplace safe, I hope?" Charles asked. 
 

"Oh sure. I've taken him to a cabin outside of town," I lied. "No one will find us out here." 
 

It's not that I don't trust Charles or Skye, but the first rule of hiding out is not to tell anyone where you are. And Drew had warned me to be on my toes. 
 

"Good. Call us as soon as you know anything," Skye said. 
 

"You betcha. And try not to worry. We're close to cracking this thing," I said, and hung up. 
 

I only wish I felt as confident as I sounded. 
 

Eddie dumped a dustpan full of sugar into the trash can and looked around. 
 

"Wow. Linda really did all this?" 
 

"Yep," I said. 
 

"You must be mad at her." 
 

"No, not really," I said. "Whenever I feel myself getting angry, I just picture her bailing all that oatmeal out of her car. Cheers me right up." 
 

Hm. I wondered how she was gonna get it out of the air conditioning vents. 
 

Eddie looked at me curiously. 
 

"It's a long story," I said. 
 

We finished cleaning up the worst of the mess in my kitchen, and then moved on to the bedroom. Clothes had been thrown everywhere. Linda had emptied out all the drawers of my desk and dresser, and most of the contents of my bookcase were on the floor. Well, at least she hadn't broken any of my crystals. 
 

I set Eddie to work putting the books back on the shelves, while I folded clothes and put them back in the dresser. After a few minutes I noticed that he'd stopped cleaning and started reading. 
 

"Hey! Less browsing, more shelving." 
 

"Sorry," he said. 
 

He was looking at my big Illustrated History of Magick. 
 

"You've got some interesting books," he said. "Are you a witch or something?" 
 

"Yeah," I said, looking around the room. Crystals hanging in the window, books on magick thrown everywhere, satchels of dried herbs ripped open and dumped on the floor. "What clued you in?" 
 

Eddie went back to shelving and I went back to folding. Eventually, I finished with the dresser, and went over to put my bed back together. Linda had removed the sheets and pulled the mattress off the frame, I guess to see if I had hidden anything under there. As if I'd be that obvious. 
 

"Can you give me a hand here?" I asked. 
 

Eddie came over and helped me slide the mattress back into place, then we tucked in the sheets and threw the blanket back on. When we were done, Eddie noticed the design on the canopy and sat down to look at it. 
 

"Cool," he said. "Are those stars?" 
 

"Yeah. It's the night sky on the summer solstice. If you look carefully, you can make out all the constellations." 
 

Eddie lay back on the bed and looked up at the tiny little lights woven into the fabric. 
 

"Which ones?" he asked. 
 

"All the summer constellations. You know." 
 

"No, I don't. Show them to me." 
 

"We've still got a lot of straightening up to do." 
 

"Oh, come on. I've been helping you clean all morning. Take a few minutes off to show me. I've always wanted to know this kind of stuff." 
 

"All right," I said. "Five minutes." 
 

I lay down on the bed next to him. 
 

"Which ones do you want to see?" I asked. 
 

"Which ones are most important?" 
 

"Well... OK, see that group of stars over there?" 
 

I pointed. 
 

"That's the Southern Cross. It's a part of the constellation Cygnus, which is the swan." 
 

I drew the outline for him. 
 

"You can kind of see the wings, if you look hard." 
 

"Yeah," Eddie said, his voice full of childlike excitement. "I can." 
 

"Good. Now this group over here, this is Cancer the Crab. See the resemblance?" 
 

"Uh... not really." 
 

"Neither do I. I think the ancient Greeks were smoking something when they named that one. But if you look near the center of it, there's a bright red star. You see the one I mean?" 
 

"Yeah." 
 

"That's Antares. And it's a red star because it's the heart of the crab." 
 

Eddie shifted, moving a couple inches closer to me. 
 

"Really?" 
 

"Well that's the story, anyway," I said. "And over here we have Hercules." 
 

"Like in the movie?" 
 

"Actually, yes. See those stars are his legs, and then that's an outstretched arm, and the rest of the clump kind of makes up his body." 
 

"Wow." Eddie rolled over to face me. "How do you know all this stuff?" 
 

"I read. You should try it some time." 
 

"Cool. Tell me more." 
 

"Well, over in the corner, you'll see three bright stars in a..." 
 

Eddie stroked my hair with his fingers. 
 

"...in a ...in a . . ." I stopped, and turned to look at him. "Forgive me for asking, but does this technique usually work for you?" 
 

"What technique?" 
 

"This whole gee-you're-so-smart-why-don't-we-sit-on-the-bed-and-talk-just-talk gambit. Bag a lot of babes this way?" 
 

Eddie smiled, not sure how to respond. 
 

"You knew?" 
 

"Pretty much from the moment you developed a sudden interest in astronomy. Are there women who actually fall for this?" 
 

Eddie shrugged sheepishly. 
 

"It must be the smile," I said, sitting up. 
 

"Are you mad at me?" 
 

"Nah. It was a pretty decent attempt. Better than most of the guys who've tried to put the moves on me lately." 
 

Eddie looked hurt. 
 

"No. You are mad at me. I can tell." 
 

"Oh for Goddess sake. I said that I'm not mad and I meant..." 
 

I stopped myself, as I realized what was going on. 
 

"Oh no," I said. "We're not playing that game either." 
 

"What game?" 
 

"You know exactly what game. The one where you keep asking if I'm mad at you, so I feel guilty for making you think that I'm mad at you, so I wind up going overboard to show you just how not mad at you I really am. That game." 
 

Eddie's hurt puppy expression evaporated. 
 

"Wow. You're good." 
 

"No. Just experienced. I've dated enough guys to recognize the playbook by now." 
 

Eddie thought about it for a few seconds. 
 

"I suppose that spilling wine on my shirt so that I have to take it off and soak it wouldn't do me any good, either?" he asked. 
 

"Much as I would enjoy the scenery, no." 
 

"Well, if we're not gonna play the usual boy-girl games, what do you want to do?" 
 

"How about cleaning up my apartment?" I said. 
 

"I'm serious." 
 

"So am I. Linda trashed this place because she was trying to protect your ass. So the least you can do is help me straighten up." 
 

I stood up and went to work on the pile of stuff next to my closet. Linda had hauled out all the boxes and emptied them onto the floor. I found myself going through things that I hadn't seen in years. My old fencing gear. A sweatshirt from my Emory days. A scandalous swimsuit that I bought and then never had the nerve to wear. After a few minutes, Eddie came over and helped me pack. 
 

"You don't like me, do you?" 
 

"Eddie..." 
 

"No. No games. Really. I'm just wondering." 
 

"Well... I don't even know you. How am I supposed to know if I like you or not?" 
 

He picked up the swimsuit and put it in a box. 
 

"What do you want to know?" 
 

"Well... OK," I said. "Let's start with why you became a prostitute." 
 

Eddie looked like he was choking. 
 

"Wow," he said "You don't beat around the bush, do you?" 
 

"Nope. Life's too short. So why did you?" 
 

"Do I need a reason? It's fun. It pays well. My clients are happy with my..." 
 

"I know, I saw the footage. But it's not like you couldn't make more money doing other things. I mean, being who you are, you could always..." 
 

"I could always what? Be like my brothers? Always worrying about my image? Always looking over my shoulder to see who's watching? God, you've seen how Charles lives! He can't even take a leak without someone recording it!" 
 

Wow. I'd hit a nerve with that one. 
 

"I just meant..." 
 

"NO! You don't get it! Nobody gets it! You all assume that I'm the loser, just because I'm not some famous actor like the rest of them. But you don't understand. I'm the strong one! I'm the only one who found a way out of that madhouse that we all grew up in." 
 

Eddie was upset. Really upset, not just play acting this time. I could hear the tremors in his voice. 
 

"What do you mean?" 
 

"The rest of them... they're are all living out Mom's fantasy for her. Even when they think they're pushing her away. They're still being what she made them. You don't know what she's like. She's got them all wound up so tight. They're all terrified that someone, somewhere is gonna see through them. That someone will catch them being less than perfect. I'm the only one who managed to get out." 
 

I looked into Eddie's eyes. I wasn't sure if he was gonna cry or punch something. 
 

"And you're happy with your life?" I asked. 
 

"Not all the time. But at least it's mine. I'm not living it for someone else." 
 

Hm. The guy might not be a rocket scientist, but he did have a point. I know some senior citizens who've never learned that lesson. 
 

"You know," I said, "I'm not exactly living the life that my parents wanted for me, either." 
 

"Yeah?" Eddie answered, rubbing his eyes with a balled up fist. 
 

"Yeah. My Dad... well, he's kind of a fundamentalist Baptist Minister back in North Carolina." 
 

"Really?" 
 

"Yeah. Come on. I'll pour us some coke and we can swap horror stories."
 

 
 







Chapter 38:
 The Gumshoe
 Sunday April 27, 3:42 PM

There was a soft scratching noise at my door. Someone picking the lock. Finally. I'd been waiting all afternoon.
 

The door opened, and Laughing Bear walked into my apartment. He was carrying a huge stack of boxes. I stuck out my foot and tripped him. 
 

Ladies' hat boxes flew everywhere. Laughing Bear hit the floor, but then rolled across the room and popped back up on his feet like some sort of weird wind-up toy. A wind-up toy that was suddenly holding a knife. 
 

He looked at me and broke out in a smile. 
 

"Hey Drew! I wasn't expecting to find you here." 
 

"Yeah," I said. "That's why I parked three blocks away." 
 

He put the cutlery away. 
 

"So, is this it?" I asked, gesturing to the hat boxes. 
 

"Well... there are a few more in my car." 
 

I sighed. 
 

"Let's get 'em then." 
 

We went out to his car, and I helped him carry the rest of the load in. It seemed easier than fighting about it. And maybe I could sell some of this crap on eBay. 
 

"So why are you home so early?" he asked. 
 

"Looking for you, actually. You are a surprisingly difficult guy to find. I take it Laughing Bear isn't your legal name?" 
 

He grinned. 
 

"Aw shucks. You really been looking for me?" 
 

"Yeah. I need some help." 
 

"Can't figure out which shoes go with that blue dress?" 
 

"Um... no." 
 

"Wondering about the reversible cape?" 
 

"No, I..." 
 

"Trying to figure out what to get me for my birthday?" 
 

I put a hand over his mouth. 
 

"Do I need to get the duct tape?" I asked. 
 

He shook his head. 
 

"Good," I said. "Because I need your help with a case." 
 

"Mmmmhm. Mmmhmm." 
 

I took my hand off his mouth. 
 

"Sure. Is this the case that you're working on for Ice?" 
 

"Excuse me?" 
 

"The case that Ice-in-Summer asked you to take. You are doing one for her, right?" 
 

"Um... I hate to keep bringing this up," I said. "But you do remember that she's dead?" 
 

A flicker of pain crossed his eyes. 
 

"Yeah, I know. But she told me about it last year. She said... she said..." 
 

I wasn't sure that I really wanted to know what some Cherokee holy drag queen had predicted about my caseload a year ago. If she was wrong, it wouldn't be helpful. And if she was right... well, that would raise way too many theological questions for my taste. 
 

But you know what they say about curiosity and the cat. 
 

"Ice said what?" 
 

The pain vanished from Laughing Bear's face, swept away by that clownish smile he wears. 
 

"She said a lot of things about you," he said. "But I don't want to spoil the surprise. And besides, I'm not sure that you're living up to her expectations." 
 

"Yeah, well the afterlife is full of disappointments." 
 

I paused for a second, trying to figure out how to explain the case to him. The story is pretty crazy. But then, Laughing is pretty crazy, too. May as well level with him. 
 

 "Well... I guess that I am doing this case for Ice. Sort of. She kind of recommended me for it." 
 

"Cool. How can I help?" 
 

"Well, it looks like someone in the Nation is planning to murder Eddie Rockland and frame..." 
 

"Eddie who?" 
 

"Eddie Rockland." 
 

"The actor?" 
 

"Yeah." 
 

"The really hunky actor?"
 

 "Yeah." 
 

"What's he got to do with your case?" 
 

"He pretty much is my case." 
 

Laughing Bear looked confused. 
 

"I don't get it. Is Eddie Rockland the phantom poet?" 
 

"The who?" 
 

"The poet. The kid you're supposed to be looking for." 
 

"What are you talking about?" 
 

"Well, Ice said that you would be trying to find this poet. This kid. She said it was real important that you get to him before..." 
 

"What kid?" 
 

"The kid. The one you're supposed to be looking for." 
 

I grabbed Laughing Bear by the flaps of his leather vest. 
 

"Let me get this straight," I said. "I'm on this case because a rattlesnake said something to a gorilla who said something to a dreaming deaf girl who finally said something to me. And now you're telling me that someone got their story wrong?" 
 

Laughing Bear shrugged. 
 

"Kinda sounds like it." 
 

I groaned. 
 

"You've got to be fucking kidding me. After all this... OK, look. I got hired to protect Eddie, and that's what I'm gonna do. You gonna help me?" 
 

"Uh... I guess. Ice didn't cover this in her instructions." 
 

"Fine. Here's what's going on: There's this guy named Trenton Reed. He's some big shot at the Baptist News Network. He's been putting out a lot of anti-Cherokee propaganda. " 
 

"I know who Trenton Reed is, Drew." 
 

"Oh. OK. Well, someone is planning to murder Eddie Rockland and frame Reed for it. Make it look like a gay lovers quarrel." 
 

"That's pretty twisted." 
 

"Yeah. So I need you to find out who in the Nation would..." 
 

"Oh, it's not us." 
 

"It's not?" 
 

"Nope." 
 

"Well.... it's probably a rogue faction," I explained. "Some secret group that's planning to..." 
 

"Nope. It's not." 
 

"It's not?" 
 

"Nope." 
 

"How can you be sure?" I asked. 
 

"Because I run the rogue faction in the Nation, Drew." 
 

"You do?" 
 

"Yeah. You didn't know?" 
 

"Uh... no." 
 

Laughing Bear looked me over. 
 

"Hm. Maybe Ice was wrong about you." 
 

"Yeah, maybe," I agreed. 
 

He kept smiling, but I caught a worried look in his eyes. 
 

"OK," I said. "So let's say I believe that you're some sort of Cherokee secret agent. You're telling me that your team isn't going after Trenton Reed?" 
 

"Of course we are. And boy, do we have some trouble planned for that guy. We're just not using your friend Eddie to do it." 
 

"Well, what about another faction? Could there be another group in the Nation that's..." 
 

"Not without me knowing about it." 
 

I looked at him skeptically. 
 

"Come on. You can't know about every..." 
 

"Trust me, Drew. I can." 
 

"Well... uh...." 
 

I tried to think it through. I had been so sure that it was the Cherokee. Maybe Laughing Bear was trying to throw me off the scent. But that didn't seem like him. He's kind of screwy, but he'd always been weirdly open with me. Like he was some old friend who knew that he could get away with saying anything. 
 

He grinned. 
 

"Why'd you think it was us, anyway?" 
 

"Just, you know... the snake...." 
 

The damn snake. The one that had started all this by telling a certain Gorilla to take Skye's case. Ice's totem, running errands for her. But if the Cherokee aren't involved, then why the hell does she care so much about Eddie Rockland? 
 

"Never mind," I said. "Someone gave me a bum tip." 
 

"OK. Well, I'm glad we had this chat." 
 

"Yeah." 
 

"We should do it again sometime." 
 

"Uh... yeah. I guess." 
 

"OK. Well you have fun chasing the bad guys." 
 

And with that, he gave me a peck on the cheek and walked out the door. 
 

As stalkers go, I guess he's not so bad. 
 

I locked up the apartment and walked back to my car. I was frustrated and felt like punching someone. But the obvious candidate was already dead, which kind of takes the fun out of it. One of these days, I'll have to track down Ice-in-Summer's restless old ghost and find out why she had sent me on this wild goose chase. But for the moment I was stuck. Somebody had to protect Eddie. I'd just have to hope that Linda was having better luck digging up dirt on the Christian Alliance. 
 

And I had other things to worry about, anyway. The whole Daniel situation. I needed to warn him. But how do you tell a twenty-three year old kid that his one true love is getting him hooked on heroin? And setting him up for a blackmail plot against a mob lawyer. 
 

"Oh yeah, and you've also been sleeping with your father." 
 

It wasn't a conversation that I was looking forward to. 
 

And I still had way too many unanswered questions about Vince. I couldn't figure out why he had it in for Montague so badly. Or how he'd managed to locate the guy's son, when there was no way to get access to those records. 
 

I know. Looking back, it seems obvious. I just had to realize that both questions had the same answer. Any idiot could see it. 
 

But it took me two hours of driving around in circles to figure it out.
 

 
 







Chapter 39:
 The Psychic
 Sunday April 27, 6:09 PM

Eddie reached for the last slice of pizza. 
 

"Do it and you're a dead man," I said. 
 

"What?" 
 

"You've already had four slices. That one's mine." 
 

"Really?" he said, trying to look all innocent. "Are you sure?" 
 

"Is the Pope a natural blond?" 
 

"Tell you what," he said. "How about we wrestle for it?" 
 

"Yeah, right. The last time we tussled I nearly cracked your head open on the bathroom floor of the Shaharazade. You so eager to wind up flat on your back again?" 
 

"Might be fun," he said, flashing a smile. Not the hundred watt one that he uses when he's trying to be charming, but the twenty watt one that slips out when he's not thinking about it. He leaned in close to try and kiss me. I really should have thought twice before ordering the anchovies. 
 

We were interrupted by a knock at the door. I recognized the rhythm. Drew. 
 

I got up and let him in. He wasn't wearing his happy face. 
 

"Hm. I take it things didn't go well with the Cherokee?" 
 

He grumbled something incoherent. 
 

"Well at least they didn't scalp you. So what happened?" 
 

"It's a long story." 
 

"What's the Cliff notes' version?" 
 

"The Cherokee aren't behind it." 
 

"OK. Where does that leave us?" 
 

"I don't know. Any word from Linda?" 
 

"Yeah. She's on her way. We're expecting her any time now." 
 

I noticed that Drew was staring at something behind me. I turned around and saw Eddie eating the last slice of pizza. 
 

"Hey!" I shouted. "You were warned!" 
 

I jumped on him, wrestled him to the ground, and managed to pry away the crust and one anchovy that he hadn't managed to stuff into his mouth yet. 
 

"You are gonna pay for that!" I said. 
 

He grinned. 
 

"I'm counting on it." 
 

Behind me, Drew cleared his throat. I climbed off of Eddie and stood up. 
 

"Sorry," I said. "Where were we?" 
 

"Um... talking business. I think." 
 

Drew looked at me, then back at Eddie, then back at me again. 
 

Eddie excused himself and went to the bathroom to brush his teeth. 
 

"He does that every time he eats," I said. "I mean, like anything. He has one cracker, and he's off to the bathroom to brush his teeth again." 
 

"Yeah, well he's got a lot invested in that dental work. Um... by the way, I couldn't help but notice that Eddie's wearing an Emory sweatshirt." 
 

"Yeah," I said. "So?" 
 

"Well... Not to jump to any conclusions. But I know that Eddie didn't go to Emory, and I know that you did. So I find myself wondering..." 
 

"Yes, Sherlock. It's my sweatshirt." 
 

"And the reason that he's wearing your clothes?" 
 

"Well, I kinda dumped a glass of coke on him earlier, and he had to soak the shirt that he was wearing." 
 

Drew raised an eyebrow. 
 

"It wasn't like that," I said. "See, he'd been joking about... how... you know... well, I guess you had to be there." 
 

"I guess so." 
 

There was something odd in his voice. He looked away from me and went to get a glass of water from the kitchen. 
 

"OK," I said. "Let's get it over with." 
 

"What?" 
 

"The riot act. You're gonna remind me of rule #4: Never get involved with someone on a case. And then I'm gonna pretend to feel guilty for a few minutes. We both know the drill by now." 
 

"No," Drew said, suddenly flushing crimson. He tried to cover by splashing some water on his face, as if he was hot. "It's not that." 
 

Wow. Drew not getting mad about rule #4? Something was up. 
 

"So what is it then?" I pressed. 
 

"It's... um... I just... I... uh... uh... uh..." 
 

I got a note pad out of the drawer and handed it to him. 
 

"Here. Try writing it down." 
 

"um... Are you two...?" 
 

"And would it be any of your business if we are?" I asked. 
 

"I just wanted to... Well, I mean you know Eddie's... situation. Are you sure this is such a good idea?" 
 

"No, I'm pretty sure that it's a colossal mistake," I admitted. 
 

"Then why are you...?" 
 

"Because sometimes you gotta be willing to make a mistake," I said. "You know? Just because life would be so fucking boring if you always did the smart thing. Once in a while you've gotta stop trying to control everything and give the universe a chance to teach you something new." 
 

"Uh-huh. So you're claiming stupidity as a philosophical choice?" 
 

"Something like that. Besides, the last few Mr. Rights haven't worked out so well for me. Maybe it's time to give Mr. Wrong a break. Who knows? Maybe he'll surprise me." 
 

Drew thought about that for a few seconds. 
 

"You might try it yourself," I prodded. "Think a little less. Take a few more risks." 
 

"I don't know," he said. "I don't think the universe is ready for another you." 
 

Behind me, I heard the bathroom door open. A moment later Eddie put his arms around my waist and started nibbling on my ear. Well, at least his breath was all minty fresh now. 
 

I noticed Drew's face turn a deeper shade of red. 
 

"Stop it," I said. "You're embarrassing my partner." 
 

"Oh," Eddie said, as if noticing Drew for the first time. "Sorry. How's it going, Drew?" 
 

"uh... fine.... uh... Jen and I were... um... trying to decide what to do... um... about the case, that is." 
 

We were spared from more of Drew's incoherent mumbling by a knock at the door. Linda this time. I disengaged myself from Eddie's clutches and went to answer it. Again, no happy face on the returning warrior. I must have been sucking up all the good karma in our little group for the last few hours. 
 

"No luck?" I asked. 
 

"Not much," she said, stripping off her business jacket. 
 

She made a beeline for the freezer and got some ice to rub on her neck. Then she got a glass out of the cabinet and poured herself a coke. Well, I guess I don't need to show her where I keep anything. 
 

"Busy day?" I asked. 
 

"I'll say. In one afternoon I've managed to call in five favors, eavesdrop on seven conversations, and break two of the ten commandments." 
 

"Which two?" Drew asked. 
 

"None of the fun ones. Anyway, it didn't do me a bit of good. I didn't run across a trace of our little blackmail operation. Which means that if the Christian Alliance is behind this, then they're not employing any of their usual operatives." 
 

"Could they be using someone else?" I asked. "Maybe an outside contractor?" 
 

"Maybe, but it's not like them. They've got a small group of people that they're comfortable with-- mostly true believers with military experience. I don't think they'd trust anyone else. And..." 
 

"And what?" I pressed. 
 

"And it just doesn't feel right," she said. "Everyone in the Alliance seems pretty damn confident that they're on the winning side. That Trent Reed and BNN are gonna collapse any day now. So why would they try something like this? Why run such a risky op if they think they're gonna win anyway?" 
 

"Good question," I agreed. 
 

"So how did things go with the Cherokee?" she asked Drew. "You have better luck?" 
 

He shrugged, and muttered something to the effect that he hadn't. 
 

"OK," Linda said, "So where do we go from here?" 
 

The four of us looked around at each other. 
 

"Well, I suppose we could start looking into Reed's other enemies," I said. "Who else has BNN ticked off over the years? We've got the Wiccans, the gays, the Mormons, the Catholics, the Buddhists, modern artists, the South American Trading Block, the Teachers' Union, whales..." 
 

"Good grief," Linda said. "We could be at this forever." 
 

She slammed her drink down on my table and scowled. 
 

"Hey!" I said. "Watch it with the negative energy. I live here." 
 

Linda glared at me. I looked to Drew for moral support, but he was in a funk. My co-workers were obviously stumped. I needed to do something to shake things up. 
 

Eddie was standing next to my bookcase. "Eddie, can you hand me that puppet?" 
 

"This one?" 
 

"Yeah." 
 

He handed me an old hand puppet that I'd used once when I went undercover as a clown at a kid's birthday party. I know, it was kind of rotten of me. But the kid's dad was a big time embezzler. And I did make the kid laugh. 
 

Anyway, I put the frog puppet on my hand. 
 

"What are you doing?" Linda asked. 
 

"Trying to get us out of this funk," I said. "This is Leroy. He's our blackmailer. I want you to tell me about him." 
 

Linda looked at the frog and scowled. 
 

"You're crazy," she said. "You know that, right?" 
 

"Yeah, but enough about me. Tell me about Leroy. What's he doing?" 
 

Linda groaned. 
 

"You're stuck," Drew told her. "She won't quit this until you play along." 
 

"Fine," Linda said. 
 

She looked at the puppet. 
 

"Leroy here hired a bunch of women to set up Eddie for drug trafficking. Then he forced Eddie to set up clues that he's having an affair with Trent Reed." 
 

"And then?" I prodded. 
 

"And then, Leroy is going to murder Eddie. He'll plant a few more clues around the body, pointing towards a lovers quarrel with Reed. Reporters will swarm over the story. Enormous media feeding frenzy. Televangelist murders Rockland brother in gay lovers quarrel. Reed's reputation is destroyed and BNN sinks into oblivion." 
 

Beside me, I noticed that Eddie was turning pale. I hadn't told him about the him-getting-killed part yet. 
 

"Don't worry," I said, "We're not gonna let Leroy do that." 
 

Eddie looked a little less anxious. It is hard to be scared of a felt frog. 
 

"OK. So what does that tell us about LeRoy?" I asked. 
 

"Well he sure hates Trent Reed," Linda said. 
 

"Besides that." 
 

"Uh...." 
 

I held the puppet in front of her. 
 

"Come on. I'm Leroy. I hate Trent Reed. So why don't I just shoot him? Or poison him? Or plant a bomb in his car? Why do I do all this?" 
 

"Because your little froggy fingers can't pull a trigger?" 
 

"Linda, you can at least try..." 
 

"Because this is what you're good at," Drew interrupted. 
 

Finally, my partner was joining the party. He looked at the puppet. 
 

"Leroy doesn't know how to use a gun," Drew went on. "He's not good with explosives or poisons. He's not comfortable with those things. But he's good at manipulating people." 
 

Well, that certainly sounded right. 
 

"And particularly reporters," Linda added. "The way the blackmailer set up all those clues for them to find. It suggests that Leroy is pretty savvy about how the media operates." 
 

"OK," I agreed. "So Leroy here is more likely to be a reporter or a publicist than a soldier or a cop." 
 

"Yeah," Linda said. Then she thought for a moment. "But not a political reporter." 
 

"Why not?" I asked. 
 

"Because a political reporter would have set up a political scandal. Something about influence peddling, or voter fraud." 
 

I saw where she was going. 
 

"But Leroy here set up a tawdry little sex scandal involving a celebrity," I said. 
 

"Right," Linda agreed. "So Leroy must be someone who lives for that kind of thing. Someone who just gets a hard on at the thought of stories about Reed having sex with Eddie Rockland." 
 

"Someone who reads the tabloids," Drew suggested. "Not the New York Times." 
 

I looked at Leroy. 
 

"Oh, you are a bad little frog. OK. What else?" 
 

Drew wrinkled up his forehead. 
 

"We know Leroy is manipulative," I suggested. "Is he charming? Do people like him?" 
 

"No," Drew said. "He's kind of a prick." 
 

"Why do you say that?" Linda asked. 
 

"Because of the way he's handled Eddie. He didn't persuade him to set up Reed. He didn't trick him into it. He's not someone who gets what he wants by charm. No, Leroy forced Eddie to do things by threatening him with jail time. Leroy is someone who likes to give orders." 
 

"Yeah," I agreed. "He does seem like a major control freak. Remember the way the notes were written?" 
 

"OK," Linda agreed. "So we're looking for someone who likes to give orders. Maybe a CEO or something like that." 
 

"Yeah..." I started to agree. 
 

Then stopped myself. That didn't feel right. I tried to figure out why. 
 

"No," I said. "Not a CEO." 
 

"Why not?" Linda asked. 
 

"Think about the way the notes are worded," I said. "They don't have that casual air of command that comes with real power. A CEO would expect his orders to be followed. He'd issue an instruction once and then move on. But the guy who wrote these notes... he seems almost desperate to assert control. He keeps threatening Eddie with jail time over and over again, as if he thinks Eddie might have forgotten. More like someone who wants power over people, but never got it." 
 

"Frustrated middle manager?" Drew suggested. 
 

"Frustrated, yeah. Someone with big dreams who's stuck and angry about it," I said. 
 

Linda frowned. 
 

"You don't think so?" I asked. 
 

"This is all kind of touchy-feely for me. But it does sound right. OK. I'll keep playing." 
 

"Good." I said. "Tell me more about Leroy. Is he rich?" 
 

Drew thought about it. 
 

"He's not poor. But he doesn't need to be rich, either. He only had to lay out a few hundred for the hotel rooms. A few hundred more for the bimbos to fill them. And a couple thousand to pay Eddie to sleep with them and buy his drugs. Not a huge outlay, all things considered." 
 

"Leroy's not rich," Linda said, definitively. "If he was rich, he wouldn't be so damn frustrated. He'd just hire some people to boss around." 
 

I looked at the frog. 
 

"OK. So Leroy's not poor, but he's not rich. He's frustrated, because he wants a job that will give him power over people, but he can't get it. He's not a cop or a soldier, but he might be a reporter or a publicist. He reads the tabloids. He's kind of a prick, because he tries to control everyone around him, and he doesn't have the charm to pull it off. And he has some horrible grudge against Trent Reed. What else?" 
 

Linda and Drew stared at the puppet. 
 

"There's Eddie," Drew suggested. "Why did the LeRoy decide to use Eddie?" 
 

"Because Eddie fits the bill," Linda said. "LeRoy needs someone famous and a little sexy to make this work. And someone with a drug problem so that he can get leverage on them." 
 

"Yeah," Drew agreed, "but that describes half the actors in Hollywood. Why did LeRoy pick Eddie to blackmail?" 
 

I thought about it. 
 

"It could be revenge," I said. "He's pissed at both Eddie and Trent and decides to kill two birds with one stone." 
 

Linda shook her head. 
 

"No. That can't be it. I already looked at all of Eddie's enemies. Mostly pissed off ex-girlfriends. Believe me, nobody on that list had any connection to Trent Reed. He and Eddie don't exactly run in the same circles." 
 

"Maybe," Drew said. 
 

He pulled out his palmtop and set up a search. Comparing news stories about Eddie Rockland and Trent Reed, to see if there was anyone who turned up in both. The sight of the computer got me thinking. 
 

"Eddie? How many e-mail accounts do you have?" I asked. 
 

He put down the crystal ball he'd been looking at. 
 

"Six. I've got one for acting business, one for my fan site, one for..." 
 

"Which one did the blackmail notes come in on?" 
 

"The one I use for friends and stuff." 
 

Linda and Drew looked up. 
 

"Interesting," I said. "And how many people have that address?" 
 

Eddie shrugged. 
 

"Uh... I don't know. A couple hundred?" 
 

Linda and Drew groaned. For a minute there, we'd thought we had a lead. But if that many people had the address, LeRoy could have gotten it almost anywhere. 
 

Still, now that my brain had latched on to the idea, it couldn't let go of it. There was something that bothered me about those e-mails. I finally put my finger on it. 
 

"Wait a minute," I said. "E-mail? LeRoy sent the blackmail notes by e-mail? Doesn't that strike anybody as weird?" 
 

"No," Linda said. "Why would it? Everybody uses e-mail." 
 

"Yeah," I said, "But not for secret communications. Not when you don't want to leave a copy lying around for other people to read." 
 

Drew saw where I was going. 
 

"Right," he said. "There's a copy of all the blackmail notes sitting in Eddie's e-mail box." 
 

"Yeah," I agreed. "So suppose something happens to Eddie? The police find his murdered body in a hotel room, with signs of a lovers quarrel. The first thing the cops will do is get a warrant and read all his e-mail for the last few months." 
 

"At which point they'll find the blackmail notes," Linda said, catching on. "And the whole frame-up of Trent will collapse." 
 

Drew scratched his head. 
 

"Is it possible that LeRoy is stupid?" he asked. "That he's good with people but incredibly inept with computers?" 
 

"No," Linda said. "That's not it. The blackmail notes were bounced through a third-party remailer so that they couldn't be traced. The guy who sent them knew what he was doing." 
 

"So what then?" I asked. "LeRoy is smart enough to make his e-mail's untraceable, but stupid enough to leave them lying around in Eddie's account for the police to find?" 
 

We all looked at each other. This didn't make any sense. I noticed that Eddie was holding up his hand. 
 

"Yes? Do you want to say something?" 
 

"Just that the police won't find anything in my e-mail account. It's all encrypted." 
 

The rest of us groaned. Drew politely tried to explain it to him. 
 

"Um... Eddie. I know you have a password on your account. And that your service says that they encrypt your private information. But the police can get this thing called a 'warrant', and then the company will give them the keys to unlock all your..." 
 

Eddie waved him off. 
 

"I know about that. I'm not stupid. I run a separate encryption program. It scrambles all my data. E-mail. Address book. Phone numbers. All that kind of stuff." 
 

It took us all a second to realize the implication of what he'd said. If LeRoy wasn't stupid, then he had to know about... 
 

"Eddie? How good is that encryption program?" I asked. 
 

"Oh, it's cherry. Charles helped me set it up after I got busted for possession. It comes from China or somewhere like that, so the police can't get the keys for it. I mean, I didn't want the cops reading the notes I was getting from the escort service or..." 
 

Drew interrupted him. 
 

"Eddie? How many people know about this?" 
 

"That I'm encrypting all my shit? Uh...." 
 

"Think," I prompted him. "It's important." 
 

"Well, uh.... I guess my brothers all do. My mom. The lady who runs the escort service. I think I mentioned it to my old girlfriend Sally once..." 
 

I handed him the pad. 
 

"Make a list." 
 

He thought for a few minutes and jotted down the names. It was a damn short list. 
 

I passed the list around, and we all had a look at it. But none of the names seemed like they could be LeRoy. 
 

"Who else?" Linda pressed. "Come on Eddie, there's got to be somebody else who knows about this." 
 

Eddie just shrugged. 
 

"I'm pretty sure that's it." 
 

Linda looked at the list again. 
 

"Christ!" she shouted. "Now this thing makes no fucking sense at all. Why the fuck would any of these people have a beef with Trenton Reed?" 
 

Drew ran a web search to find out. But as near as he could tell, none of the people on the list had even met Trenton Reed. 
 

"So who the fuck is doing this, then?" Linda asked. 
 

She paced around the room, looking like she wanted to break something. Drew slowly banged his head against the back of his chair. I took another look at the list. 
 

Linda was right. It was hard to imagine that any of these people had a beef with Trent Reed. If it weren't for that, we'd be in business. Hell, there was one name on Eddie's list that was an almost perfect match to our profile of LeRoy. 
 

I looked at that name. It was such a good fit. But why would that person do all...? 
 

And then I saw it. What would happen when the police found Eddie's murdered corpse? 
 

A media feeding frenzy.

 

And what would happen when the reporters made the connection to Trent Reed? When they pieced together all those little clues that he was Eddie's gay lover? 
 

A fucking enormous media feeding frenzy. It was the sort of story that comes along once in a lifetime. Like the O.J. murders, or the Tori Spelling conviction. 
 

But it wasn't about Reed. And it wasn't even about Eddie. 
 

"I've got it," I announced. 
 

Linda and Drew looked up. 
 

"The spirit world tell you something?" Linda asked. 
 

"Yeah, a poltergeist came and whispered in my ear," I said sarcastically. "But I know who LeRoy is. And I know why he's doing all this." 
 

I let them wait for a few seconds to build up the suspense. 
 

"And...?" Linda prodded. 
 

"We've had it all wrong. LeRoy's not trying to take down Trent." 
 

"He's not?" Linda asked. 
 

"Nope. You said so yourself. There's no one who knows Eddie well enough to pull this off and who has a grudge against Trent. So this can't be about Mr. Reed." 
 

"So it's about Eddie?" Drew asked. 
 

"No. If LeRoy wanted to take Eddie down, he would just send the blackmail videos to the police and let Eddie rot in prison. Why would he go to all the trouble to drag Trent Reed into this? There'd be no point." 
 

"But..." Linda stammered, getting confused. "If it's not about Eddie or Trent, then what's the point?" 
 

"The point is the scandal itself. Eddie and Trent are each famous in their own way. But when you put them together? The headlines will be irresistible. Baptist Televangelist murders hunky actor in gay lovers quarrel! It will be the biggest story of the decade. And because all the evidence is circumstantial, the press will be able to keep talking about it for months. Every new clue they uncover. Every new document that points to the affair. Every new conjecture about what really happened." 
 

Linda still looked skeptical. 
 

"OK, it will be a big story," she admitted. "But who the hell benefits from that?" 
 

I made the frog puppet wave at her. 
 

"LeRoy does," I explained. "Because he's frustrated. Because he wants attention. Because he wants to be famous." 
 

I waited for the others to get it. Drew and Linda stared at the puppet, but they couldn't quite put it all together. 
 

And then Eddie sat up suddenly. He'd figured it out. 
 

"You think it's..." 
 

"Yeah," I said, "but I can't prove it yet." 
 

I turned to Linda. 
 

"You'd better call Charles," I said. "Tell him to invite the blackmailer over for dinner tonight. We'll need the distraction."
 

 
 







Chapter 40:
 Charles
 Monday April 27, 7:15 AM

I once read a movie script that started with the phrase, "you could cut the tension with a knife." At the time, I thought the writer was a hack. I was sure that if I ever had to describe a scene like that, I would certainly come up with something more original. But there we are, all gathered in my hotel room, waiting for the blackmailer. And all I can think to say is... "you could cut the tension with a knife." 
 

Room service had sent up some coffee and croissants and stuff, but nobody much felt like eating. Linda was busy checking the windows. Studio security had put some little gizmos on them when I moved in, little boxes that hum a little and are supposed to prevent anyone from listening in with a rifle mike. Linda just wanted to make sure that they were all still working. In the meantime, Parker and his associate were going through the room, looking for bugs. Just in case the maid or someone had planted something. After all, this was one conversation that we did not want the press getting wind of. 
 

Albert was on the monitor, phoning in from his movie set in Thailand-- on an encrypted line, of course. Bernie and Doug and Eddie were clustered around the screen, chatting with him, catching up. I know it seems weird to be making small talk at a time like this, but it was the first time we'd all been together in a couple of years. It's funny how we still fall into the old patterns. Bernie trying to be funny, teasing Eddie about his hair. Doug laughing a little too hard at the jokes, but biting his lip whenever the others aren't looking. Albert, pretending to be the strong one, trying to radiate calm. And Eddie, playing the kid brother, looking up to the rest of us to protect him. 
 

And then there was Skye. Watching everything that was going on, but not saying much. She'd been not saying much for a couple of days now, and I wasn't sure how to change that. I knew that everything would change once she saw those videos, once she met Eddie. And it had. And now I had no idea how to make things right again. 
 

It's funny, in a way. I've got the studio, and my agent, and my publicist, all working to control my image, to control the way that people see me. But they can't control the way that Skye sees me. And she's the only one who matters. 
 

Parker's assistant finished her part of the search. She caught my eye, and then came over to hand me something. It was a small velvet bag, tied up with silver thread. 
 

"I figure I'd better give this to you now," she said. "Things are gonna get kinda crazy in a few minutes, and I might not have another chance to talk to you alone." 
 

I felt the bag. There seemed to be three small objects inside. And it smelled like Christmas spices. 
 

"What is it?" 
 

"A spell," she said, matter of factly. "Just keep it in your pocket and don't open it." 
 

I looked her over, but she seemed to be serious. I don't really believe in all that New Age stuff. But I guess it's the thought that counts. 
 

"What's it do?" I asked. 
 

"It's a truth spell." 
 

"Oh," I said, trying not to sound skeptical. "So I can tell when people are lying?" 
 

She laughed. That weird, musical, and completely out of place laugh of hers. 
 

"No, it's a little more useful than that. This one helps you tell the truth. And helps other people to believe it." 
 

"I don't understand." 
 

She glanced over my shoulder. I turned and followed her gaze to Skye, standing by the window. 
 

"When you drop all the roles," Ms. Grey whispered behind me, "when you stop playing this part that you've created for yourself-- Who are you then Charles Rockland?" 
 

"What do you mean by that ?" I started to ask, but when I turned back she was gone. Off talking to Parker, as if we hadn't been in the middle of a conversation. 
 

There was a knock at the door. 
 

"OK," Linda said. "It's showtime. Everybody hit your marks." 
 

Parker and his assistant walked past me into Skye's room. Skye followed them, flashing me the sign for "good luck" before closing the door. Meanwhile, my brothers turned the monitor off and then stepped into the far corner of the room, where they wouldn't be seen from the hallway. 
 

Linda walked over to the door. She looked back at me, waiting for some signal that I was ready. My stomach was all tied up in knots, and I felt like I couldn't breathe. Jesus, I'd thought that stage fright was bad, but it was nothing compared to this. I swallowed hard, forced myself to breathe more slowly, and nodded for her to open the door. 
 

Mother was waiting there, along with the security guard who'd shown her up. 
 

"Charles!" she said, waving her hands and strolling in like the fucking Queen of England. "What took you so long? How dare you tease me with such exciting news and then leave me waiting in the hall!" 
 

While mother came over to kiss me on the cheek, I motioned for the guard to leave, and Linda closed the door. 
 

"So what is this thrilling announcement that you told me about at dinner last night?" 
 

I fought back the desire to shove her away, and gently disentangled myself from her embrace. 
 

"Yes," I said smiling, "about that. I'm afraid that it's all very hush-hush. The studio is insisting that there be no leaks." 
 

"Well my lips are sealed," Mother said, pretending to lock her mouth with a key. "So tell me!" 
 

Linda stepped forward. 
 

"It's not that simple," I said, continuing to smile. "Linda here is with studio security. She's going to have to search you for recording devices before we can discuss this further." 
 

"Search me? Charles, are you out of your..." 
 

"Those are the terms," I said. "The studio was adamant, and I am under contract. If you won't comply, I can't say anything further." 
 

Mom looked cross, but after another minute of huffing and puffing, she gave in. No big surprise there. By now she must have been dying to find out what my secret news was. Linda frisked her most efficiently and found a palm top and a phone, but nothing else that could be used to record our conversation. Linda made sure that they were both turned off, placed them on the end table, and then left the room. 
 

Mother made a big show of straightening her dress and jewelry after the affront. 
 

"Well, now that that's over --What is the big news?" 
 

"Perhaps you'd better come sit down," I said. "This may take a few minutes." 
 

"Of course," she said, following me into the sitting area. "I must say, I would have thought that the studio would give you a bigger room. Have you asked if they could..." 
 

We turned the corner, and she saw the other three standing there. Bernie, Doug, and Eddie. I heard her breathing stop short when she laid eyes on them. Bernie flicked the monitor back on and Albert joined us. 
 

"Hello mother," he said. 
 

She looked around at the five of us. I moved so that I was standing between her and the way back out. 
 

"My goodness," she said, recovering her composure. "It's been a while since we were all together." 
 

She looked around again, studying our faces. She knew that something was up, but she wasn't sure yet. 
 

"So... what's the news?" she said, trying to sound casual. 
 

"The news," I said, "is that we know." 
 

"You know? You know what?" 
 

"We know what you've been doing to me for the past couple of months," Eddie said. "We know you were planning to kill me. And we know why." 
 

His voice cracked a little on the last sentence, but he managed to get it out. 
 

"Kill you?" She laughed. "Eddie what are you talking about?" 
 

"You can drop the act, mom." I said. "My people searched your hotel room while we were at dinner last night." 
 

"They did what?!" 
 

"You certainly keep a lot of interesting things in your luggage. I'm guessing that the stun gun was to take care of Eddie. What were you going to do? Just turn up at his hotel room without explanation, and count on him being too surprised to do anything until you'd zapped him? Or did you have something more clever in mind? Anyway, once he was unconscious, you could stage the murder scene any way you like, couldn't you?" 
 

"Charles..." 
 

"I did like the Sheik's outfit. I'm betting that's how you were planning on getting in and out of the hotel without being recognized. Am I right?" 
 

"Charles..." 
 

"But then, I obviously don't know you that well, mother. You see, I would have guessed that you would hire someone else to do this sort of dirty work. But you always did say, 'if you want something done right...'" 
 

"Charles, there's a perfectly good explanation..." 
 

"No mom. There's just one really rotten one. You see, in addition to searching your belongings, my people also bugged your room." 
 

I watched as the realization dawned on her. 
 

"You heard..." 
 

"Everything. We have tapes of you dictating the last blackmail note for Eddie. Putting together the list of talk shows that you wanted to do once the news of his death hit. Oh, and the book proposals. Eddie Rockland: Troubled Soul, and Our Family, Our Faults. Oh, and my favorite, Black Sheep: Raising the Troubled Child. The titles could use a little work. I hope you were planning on using a ghost writer." 
 

"Charles, it's not what..." 
 

"I suppose I should be impressed. Most people wait until after a tragedy to cash in on it. Leave it you to find a way to get a head start. I was a bit surprised to learn that you haven't started negotiating the film rights yet." 
 

"Charles... Boys... all of you, there's been some kind of misunderstanding!" 
 

"Where'd you get the idea mom? Me, I'm betting it was the Stonewall Trial. Week after week of coverage. I can just picture you sitting at home, thinking about all that publicity, just going to waste. Cursing the fact that you weren't related to any of the victims. And then it occurred to you that you have five sons. You could certainly spare one." 
 

She looked around at us. Unconsciously, the four of us had moved to encircle her. I glanced at Albert, up on the monitor. I'd figured that he would do all the talking, but somehow I just couldn't shut up. His face was pale, but he gave me a little nod to continue. 
 

"It's not like that!" Mother shouted. "You don't understand! It's not about me! It's Eddie! He's ruining your careers! Don't you see that! He's going to drag the rest of you down with him. I'm just trying to protect you. To..." 
 

"No mom, you're not," I said. "This is all about you. It always has been. You wanted to be the center of attention again. That's why you didn't plan this as a quiet little murder. That's why you came up with this whole crazy set up for the media, trying to make it look like Eddie was killed by some Baptist news mogul. You wanted the scandal. You wanted the coverage. You wanted the attention." 
 

Doug's face had turned red, and he was shaking. Eddie put a hand on his shoulder. 
 

"What are you going to do now?" she asked. "Blackmail me? Threaten to turn me into the police?" 
 

"Oh please, mother," I said, and forced out a surprisingly realistic laugh. "They way you thrive on attention? You'd probably enjoy a trial. All those requests for interviews. Your big moment on the stand, weeping, as the jury hangs on your every word. And if you have to play the villain rather than the grieving mother like you'd planned-- well hey, it's still a good role. So no mother. We're not going to play that game." 
 

"Then what?" 
 

"Something more direct," I said, looking her in the eye. "If you don't behave yourself, we'll have you killed." 
 

She took a step back from me. 
 

"You're joking." 
 

"No. I'm not. The money has already been set aside. Doug and Bernie and I have been squirreling away cash for a while now in an untraceable account. Our little emergency fund. Anyway, we used it to take out a contingent contract on you. If that video footage of Eddie ever surfaces, anywhere, then you will be killed in a very nasty accident that can't possibly be traced back to us. The same holds true if Eddie dies in any way that's remotely interesting to the media." 
 

"You're bluffing." 
 

"No mom. We're not. It's already been done, and there's no way to recall the instructions." 
 

I looked around at my brothers. They were still putting on a strong front, but the facade was starting to crack. I could see Bernie's eyes getting moist. 
 

"And now, if you don't mind," I said. "I really don't care to look at you anymore." 
 

I picked up my cell phone and called Linda. 
 

"We're done here. You can escort my mother out." 
 

Mother regained some of her composure in the few seconds it took Linda to re-enter the room. 
 

"You can't do this Charles!" 
 

"Goodbye Mother," I said, putting a tone of finality to it. 
 

"I'm your mother! I gave you everything. You wouldn't exist without me. You wouldn't..." 
 

I turned my back on her. I'm not sure what Linda did, but mother stopped talking and let out a series of loud grunts as she was dragged from the room. 
 

The door closed, and we each dealt with the situation in our own way. Bernie, Mr. tough guy, broke down and started crying, with Eddie putting an arm around his shoulders to comfort him. Doug started swearing and punching the wall. Albert just hung up the phone and dealt with his pain in private. 
 

And me? I went to talk to Skye.
 

 
 







Chapter 41:
 The Gumshoe
 Monday April 27, 10:30 AM

Vince was late. No big surprise there. I hadn't pegged him as a morning person. I took another bite of my eggs, and tried to flag down the waiter for a second cup of coffee. 
 

I'd set the meet for Einstein's, a restaurant on Juniper street. It's a little trendy for my taste, but Daniel used to drag me to it all the time. On the weekends, the place gets overrun by the beautiful people. --You can't get a decent table for Sunday brunch unless you look pretty enough to be a model or rich enough to be a model's sugar daddy.-- Luckily, though, things are a bit quieter for Monday breakfast. And they do make a damn good omelet. 
 

I was about halfway through my meal when I finally spotted Vince crossing the street. He jumped the railing around the restaurant's patio and came over to my table. 
 

"Drew, right?" he said, looking me over. He grinned and sat down. "So what's good here?" 
 

"It doesn't matter," I said. "You won't be staying long enough to eat." 
 

He looked me over more carefully. 
 

"That's a shame. Food puts me in a cooperative mood. So what's this 'important business' that we need to talk about? Daniel, I'm guessing?" 
 

"Indirectly." 
 

"Yeah, I figured you had a thing for him. Just the way he talks about you. The way you're always calling. So let me guess... This is where you tell me to back off, so that you can have a chance with him, right?" 
 

"Actually, no. This is where I ask you about your plan to blackmail Jackson Montague. How far along are you?" 
 

That caught him off guard. Vince sat up straight and a look of caution crossed his eyes. It took him a few seconds to get his game face back on. 
 

"What do you want?" 
 

"I'm just trying to keep Daniel out of trouble," I said. "Unfortunately, that means that I'll probably have to bail your ass out as well. Now answer the question: have you sent your demands yet?" 
 

Vince looked me in the eye, trying to figure me out. 
 

"Yes." 
 

"And have you got the money?" 
 

Again, the pause. 
 

"No." 
 

"That's a shame. I don't think you're gonna be able to wait around long enough to collect it. Is your car close by?" 
 

"Yeah. It's across the street. Why?" 
 

"Good. If you get in and start driving now, you might make it. Don't stop to pack." 
 

He leaned back in his chair, trying to play it cool. 
 

"Are you threatening me?" 
 

"No just giving you some good advice. I found out about your little blackmail scheme a couple days ago. Gotta tell you, I've seen all kinds of scams, and this was a good one. You must have a knack for this sort of thing." 
 

"Thanks." 
 

"It wasn't a compliment. Still, you seem like a pretty resourceful guy. I mean, tracking down Montague's abandoned son. Tricking him into sleeping with his father. Getting pictures of the two of them having kinky incestuous vampiric sex. You've really got Montague over a barrel. There are just a couple of things about the plan that don't add up." 
 

"Like what?" 
 

"Well, first off, there's no way that you could have tracked down Montague's son. I know, I looked into it. Those records are locked up so tight that the President herself probably couldn't find out where that kid is now. I kept wracking my brain, trying to figure out how you managed to find him. And then there's the question of motive. There are a lot of rich guys with deviant sexual habits. Why pick on Montague? If anything, you should have avoided him. Mob lawyers make risky blackmail targets." 
 

Vince screwed his poker face on a little tighter. 
 

"It finally hit me that the two problems have one solution. There was only way that you could know who Montague's son is. And it's the same reason that you've got such a grudge against him." 
 

Vince's lips tightened. Or perhaps I should say Preston Montague's lips tightened. I lowered my voice. 
 

"You were three years old when he sent you away. Somehow you remembered your real name, didn't you?" 
 

Vince stared back, unblinking. 
 

"I'm guessing that you decided to track down Daddy. Did a little checking up on him. Found out about his interesting sexual tastes. I can imagine what happened next. You spend your whole life thinking that dad sent you away for being gay, and then you discover that he's an even more twisted puppy than you are. That it was never about you. It was about protecting his own secrets. That's when you decided to take him down." 
 

I paused, giving Vince a chance to jump into the conversation. But his face was an unmoving mask. 
 

"Your only mistake was that you didn't do it all yourself. If you'd just seduced your father yourself..." 
 

He flinched, ever so slightly. 
 

"Funny. You don't strike me as having many scruples. But I guess some taboos run deeper than others. Anyway, that's why you needed Daniel. Someone with a history that could have been yours. A kid from the camps, a kid who looks a bit like you. And the fact that he's a hustler made it easier to set him up with your father. All you needed were a few strands of your own hair, dyed blond, to close the trap." 
 

We sat there staring at each other for a few seconds. Finally Vince broke down and said something. 
 

"Why are you getting involved in this?" 
 

"Ordinarily, I wouldn't. Montague's a hypocrite, and he deserves whatever he gets. But you got Daniel mixed up in this. I have this thing about people who get my friends hooked on drugs and tangled up in blackmail plots." 
 

"Oh yeah?" Vince said, putting his elbows on the table and leaning towards me. "Well then you've got a problem. Because you can't do a thing about any of this." 
 

"Oh really?" I said, cracking a smile for the first time. "And why is that?" 
 

"Because I've still got the photos. Even if you tell Montague that Daniel's not his son, I've still got enough to mess up his life. I don't think his wife or his country club friends will particularly care who the blond guy is in those photos. As long as I've got the pictures, Montague can't touch me. And I can get whatever I want from him." 
 

Vince smiled. 
 

"I could even have him get rid of you." 
 

"Maybe," I said. "If the pictures still mattered." 
 

A puzzled look slipped past Vince's guard. He didn't get it. 
 

"I downloaded copies of them from your camera," I explained. 
 

Blank look. He still didn't understand. 
 

"I posted the pictures on the web half an hour ago," I said, spelling it out for him. "Copies went to Montague, his wife, his law firm, all the local newsites." 
 

"What!" 
 

"A couple of the ones with Daniel. Five or six with other boys from the party." 
 

"Why?!" 
 

"Because it gets you away from Daniel. When they try to backtrace the source of the pictures, they'll run into a recently opened dummy account. Unfortunately, it wasn't set up very carefully, and a little rudimentary digging will turn up your apartment as the billing address." 
 

For the first time, Vince's poker face began to crack, and I could see the fear come into his eyes. 
 

"Now, let's see," I continued. "Montague is a mob lawyer with a ton of money. So the first thing he'll do is deny everything and claim that the pictures are fakes. The second will be to have a conversation with someone named Ivan involving your name and the words 'make the sure the body isn't found.' Maybe the old wood chipper technique. You know, I hear that when they're really pissed, they don't even shoot you first. They just shove you in feet first, still kicking." 
 

The imagery seemed to make an impression on Vince. 
 

"By now Montague's business associates have probably finished the backtrace on the account that the photos were e-mailed from. They'll be sending someone to check out your apartment. And when they don't find you there, they'll call in more people, fanning out to look for you." 
 

Vince was getting visibly edgy now. Turning around to watch the people passing by on the street. Wondering if any of them were looking for him. Feeling very exposed, out here in the open. 
 

"You fucking pussy," he said, getting up to go. "You just had to stick your nose into this." 
 

"Sit down," I said, firmly. "We're not done yet. You're gonna do something for me before you skip town." 
 

"Yeah right. And why the fuck would I do that?" 
 

"Because I can still mess with you," I said. "The mob probably has your address by now and the name Vincent Jett. But they don't know a thing about Vincent Price. You do as I say, and you may be able to go back to that identity. You fuck with me, and I send them a note with that name, a description of your car, and your license number. Understand?" 
 

He sat down. 
 

"What do you want?" 
 

"First, an answer. How much did Daniel know about all this?" 
 

Vince took a second too long to answer. 
 

"Everything. I told him all about it. We agreed to split the money." 
 

He was lying. I hadn't been sure until I heard him say it. But now it seemed obvious. Vince was too much of a weasel to split a payday with anybody. And Daniel didn't have it in him to be this vindictive. He might sleep with Montague for money, but he wouldn't ruin the guy's life. 
 

"Fine. Now let me see your phone." 
 

He passed it to me, and I looked it over. Like most phones, it had a memory feature that automatically records the last five calls, in case you need to replay them. I passed it back to him. 
 

"Now call Daniel. Tell him you have to leave town, now. You can't explain why. But you're going away, and you can never come back. Tell him that you love him, and you'll never forget him." 
 

"What?" 
 

"Do I need to write it down for you?" 
 

"No. But why?" 
 

"That's my business." 
 

Vince dialed. I listened in with him long enough to make sure that Daniel was on the other end, and then let him do the job. The whole thing took a minute or two longer than I was expecting, but from the sound of it, Vince hit all the major points. 
 

Daniel's a sweet kid. And first love is a delicate thing. Finding out the truth about all this... I don't know what it would do to him. Maybe he turn hard inside. Maybe he would never trust anyone again. Better that he keep his illusions a while longer. 
 

Vince finished the call and hung up. 
 

"Are we done now?" he asked. 
 

"Almost," I said. "Give me your phone." 
 

He handed it over. 
 

"OK. We're finished. If you head straight out of town, without going back for anything, you might make it. Oh, and if you ever call Daniel again, I'll give Montague everything I've got on you. Right down to your social security number." 
 

Vincent glared at me, but he wasn't going to waste time trading insults. He stood up, hopped the railing, and then broke into a sprint towards his car. I watched him drive out of sight. 
 

I put the phone down on the table and lingered over breakfast, waiting for the call. Daniel tried to get through a couple of times, but I saw his name on caller ID and didn't answer. Finally, a number came up with the listing Identity Blocked. I picked up the phone. 
 

"Hello?" I said. 
 

"Yes..." it was a deep, gravely voice. ". . . is this Vincent Jett?" 
 

"Oh, you mean the dark haired kid?" I said. "No, it's weird. We were having breakfast, but I got up to use the restroom and when I came back he was gone. Left in such a hurry that he left his phone on the table. Look, do you know how to get in touch with him? I want to return it." 
 

There was a pause, as the gravely voice thought about it. 
 

"I'll be seeing him later. Where are you now?" 
 

"Oh, I'm at Einstein's," I said. "You know, on Juniper? But I'm about to head off to a meeting. I can leave the phone with a waiter, if you want to come get it." 
 

"I'll be right there." 
 

I paid the bill in cash and gave the phone to the waiter, telling him that someone would be by to pick it up shortly. When they did, they would download its internal phonebook and replay the last few calls. They'd hear the call to Daniel, and know that he couldn't lead them to Vince. It would keep him out of this mess. 
 

I walked across the street to get my car, then drove over to Daniel's place. The shades on his windows were drawn. Somewhere in there, the poor kid was crying his eyes out. I thought about going up, knocking on his door, trying to comfort him. But I knew where comforting would lead. If I were Jen, I might have ignored that. Gone up to his apartment and let the chips land where they may. Do a little more, think a little less. Take a chance. 
 

But I'm not Jen. And I do think too much. And I can't play games with Daniel's heart. It's a hard thing, when you realize that you're not Mr. Right. That no matter how much you care about a person, you can't be what they need in their life right now. That sometimes loving a person means letting them find someone else. 
 

In the box on the passenger seat, the kitten yawned and stretched. It blinked, and then opened its eyes for the first time. 
 

"Good morning," I said. "And welcome to the world." 
 

It stared up at me with big blue eyes, trying to figure out what it was looking at. And I guess that maybe this is the way the world is supposed to work. Some people get the girl, and some people get the guy, and some of us just get the smelly little kitten. I put the car in drive. 
 

"Come on stinky, let's go home."
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