Ghogts
by Krigine Kathryn Rusch
It goeslikethis:

Fifteen layers between him and the client. His people mostly, from the front that gets the order to the
hacker who checksit out. Not everyone who wants to hire a hitman should be to find him. That'swhy
there's redundancy upon redundancy -- for every hacker, there's another who double and triple-checks.
After dl, hesnot going to risk hislife, hisfreedom, on the word of some nobody with acomputer, a
nobody he's never met.

The order comes through the system -- or system_s _if he wantsto be more accurate -- and if al the
information matches, he considersthe job. Thetimetable is necessarily flexible: anyone who wantsa
quickie goes somewhere else. Quickies get aman in trouble. Check the evening news. Any time apro
gets caught, it's someone who specidizesin quickies. Sure, they get top dollar, but they aso take
maximum risk.

Hetriesto diminate risk. HEs Arieswith Virgo Risng, Moonin Libra. Born for hisjob, a least
according to his chart. Perceived as detail-oriented, almost fussy, a pain-staking perfectionist, heisat
heart awarrior, brave, impetuous and independent. Histrue sdf, hisemotiona sdif, isajudge, coldly
caculating, aways driving for balance.

He hasasuperdtitious sde aswell, and isn't sure where it comes from. In the past, hetried to bury it, but
hefindly gavein ten years ago and his businessimproved.

That was when he discovered Glenna. She had a New Age bookstore in Sedona, Arizona, and an
uncanny knack of seeing hisfuture. Thefirst time he entered her store, intrigued by abook in the
window, shed said from her table in the back, "Should | be afraid for mysdlf, old friend?

The question had both startled and intrigued him, and when he answered no, she smiled and said, "My
chart was uncertain. It told me that today would introduce meto Death."

He hadn't heard of a chart, knew nothing about astrology except for the goofy write-upsin the
newspapers, write-ups which never seemed to be about him. But she had encouraged him to have his
chart done and after careful consideration, he'd given her his birthdate, time, and location. She promised
to have areading for himin three days.

It was that reading which changed hislife, and added one more layer between him and ajob.

Now he compares his client's chart, the chart of hisintended victim, and his own chart, searching for the
optimum day, the appropriate venue, and of course, any hint of falure. If he's not compatiblewith a
client, he passes the work to someone ese. If hisread of the victim's chart makes the victim seem
personaly powerful, dominant over him, or just plain lucky, he passes on that job as well.

He haslearned, through trial and error, that heisnot right for every job, nor isevery job right for him. His
perfectionism serves him well, and protects him from hisimpetuous nature.

He has achieved ba ance which, for him, makes everything right with the world.

* * % %

The baance starts to crumble on the fourth of May. Heisin Los Angeles, using the name Carlide
becauseit intrigues him. He usesiit as afirst name because he has learned that people cannot remember



an unusual first name. They remember what it soundslike -- "I think it was Carl.” "No, honey. He called
himsdf Lyle" -- not what it is. By the time the police are talking to them, he'slong gone, vanished like
smokein astrong wind.

He has his network of astrologers, mostly because he believesin back-ups, but he never has the network
handle dl three things -- the client's chart, his chart, and the victim's chart. Only Glennagetsal three. She
is his double-check, partly because sheis so very accurate, and partly because he trusts her asmuch as
he can trust anyone.

She has never worried about who heis or what he does. When she redlized what he did for aliving, she
did not call the police as some would have nor did she suddenly fear him. Her manner toward him did not
seem to change,

The afternoon he camefor hisreading, she greeted him with asmile. "My chart had been right,” she said.
"| did meet Degath yesterday, just not in theway | thought.”

It had been hisfirst lesson about horoscopes and charts. When they were done by atrue professiond,
like Glenna, they were incredibly accurate, although, at times, useless. Sometimes the language was too
cryptic, too given to misinterpretation.

Helearned, through tria and error, to plan hisjobs based solely on things he understood -- good days,
bad days, luck, and the possibility of afuture.

The victim's charts were always the easiest to read. If they did not predict amgjor calamity within ayear
of the reading, then he did not take the job. He usually appeared in a person's chart as a defining event or
acrigsor asGlennawould say, "A possibleending.”

Thefirg time she saw one of thosein avictim's chart, she made him swear he would not tdll the victim.
"l can't promisethat,” he had said. "But | can promisethat | will not give that person false hope.”

She had shaken her head at him, but had said nothing. That was when he had asked her why hiswork
didn't bother her.

"I never said that." Shefolded her hands gravely over thevictim's chart. "'l vowed, when | went into this
business, that | would not judge.”

Hedid not tell her -- indeed, he has never told her -- that she made hiswork easier. Hefedsthat istoo
much information. She probably knows it anyway, since she seemsto know everything. But he does not
want to take the risk of losing her. Sheisone of the few surethingsin hislife.

But he has never been long on trust, which iswhy he finds himsdf in ashop that smdlls of hairspray and
plastic, just off Hollywood Boulevard, in the low-rent section of town. The shop hasagiant hand in the
window -- the placeis best known for its pam reader who is, in his opinion, acharlatan.

He comesfor the astrologer, a pot-smoking e ghteen-year-old who cals hersdlf Elli May. Shedoesa
weekly or monthly chart for him whenever he comesto Los Angeles. Thefirgt time she saw hisnata
chart, she asked him if he was a cop or a private detective. She clearly lacked the life experience that
Glenna had.

"I do work in enforcement,” he had said, and left it at that. From that point on, Elli May never questioned
him. She also stopped offering him joints.

Her charts are deceptively smple. She uses acomputer program which her younger sister designed. She



has not customized a chart for him because he hasn't asked her to. He wantsto seem as normd as
possible, given that he's ahit man visiting ateenage astrologer to find out the best date for his next job.

The shop's hairspray and plastic smell comes from the room deodorizer she usesto cover up the Sickly
sweset stench of pot. She hasn't yet learned the value of incense. The palm reader should know -- she's
old enough to be the girl's grandmother -- but she doesn't seem to care. Or maybe she recognizes what
the girl doesnot: that the only law he followsis the one he makes up himsdlf.

"Hey ya," Elli May sayswhen she sees him. She popsastick of Juicy Fruit and chomps, mouth open.
"Didn't think 1'd see you today.”

Instantly hisguard is up. She knew she would see him today. They have an appointment.
"Why'sthat?' he asks, heading toward her tiny velvet covered table in the back.
Elli May shrugs. She'snot avery good liar either. "1'm not redlly ready for you today, Mr. Carlson.”

Here he's Carlson, on the street he's Carlide. An easy mistake, helll tell someoneif they ever ask. The
names sound alike and he's never bothered to correct her -- no sense letting the girl know she'swrong.

Hedipsinto the chair, stretching hislong legs and resting his hands on his sscomach, pretending at an ease
he no longer feds. "I think you'reready. | think the chart shows something you don't want to mention.”

Sheflushesablotchy red. "I don't -- "
"You may aswell tell me," he says. "Y ou gotta get used to telling clients good news aswell as bad.”

The palm reader harrumphs behind him, then gets up and grabs her purse. "Want some coffee or
something?' she asks Elli May.

"No," Elli May says, her eyes big and pleading. He can read them, probably better than the palm reader
canread pams. _Stay. Please stay. He'sa scary man and | have bad news._

"Be back soon," the palm reader says, and heads out. The door bangs behind her.

Elli May looks a him, and swallows, then coughs. Hed bet all the money in hiswalet that she hasjust
swdlowed her gum.

"It can't be that bad, kid," he says, mostly because he wants out of here, but not without knowing what
sheknows. "Let'sget it over with and you can get back to your smoke."

She squints at him, measuring himin an entirely different way. Thisistheir last time together and she has
just begun to understand that he knows it too.

Asshe dides around the table, she dipsahand in the pocket of her jeans and pulls out another piece of
gum. She doesn't offer him any. She takes the stick from the foil, and shoves the gum in her mouth.

Then she sitsdown, pulls open adrawer, and his chart comes out. It lookslike al the others -- awhed
with meaningless notations in the outer rim, more symbol s between the spokes, and numbersin theinner
rim. The numbers are attached by linesthat al seem to bunch up in one area. Glenna.oncetold him that
this part of hisnatal chart showsall his strengths. He supposesit dso shows his wesknesses.

Elli May setsthe chart infront of him.

"Dall," he says because he knowsit'll annoy her, "you've aready read my natd chart. | asked you for this



week."

Shewearsringson dl of her fingers, including her thumbs, big chegp ringsthat hid her skin. Shetoyswith
one of them now, asif considering what to do next, then she reachesin the drawer and pulls out another
chart.

Elli May cdlsthisan action table, and in it arelittle boxesfor inane thingslike"The Best Timeto Takea
Veacation" and "The Best Timeto Obtain aLoan.”

He dlides hishand under the new sheet and grabsthe nata chart. He setsit on top of the action table and
tapsit. "Look at al that focus on the Eighth House. What isthat again?”

"Finances," she muitters,
"And secrets, mysteries, power, deeth, and transformation, right?’
Shenods.

"Don't fuck with me," he saysin avery flat voice. Y ou give mewhat | asked for and I'll remember you're
just akid who's learning her job."

Her eyeswiden. Shefoldsthose ringed handstogether. "I, um, threw it away."
"I'm sureyou did," he says. "But you remember it."

She bites her chapped lower lip. "Mr. Carlson, please, my aunt -- " Apparently that was the palm reader
" -- she says not to tell everything. It's not smart.”

"Usudly it'snot,” he says. "But I'm not your average customer. Did you know that President Reagan, he
had an astrologer?”

The girl swalows again, but as she does, she pushes the gum into her cheek where it becomes abulging,
unattractive lump. She's too young to remember Reagan. She was born during his second term. He's just
aname from adusty textbook to her.

"I'll bet that astrologer told him he was gonna get eected thefirst time. But you think the astrologer tells
him that something cataclysmic is gonna happen on March 30, 19817 Probably not. Afraid, you know,
that helll get upset at the reading. So he don't know he'sin any danger, any more than usud. That day, he
getsout of hiscar, and wham! shot through the lung by akid bardly outta college. Lives, no thanksto his
astrologer. And I'm sure that chart disappeared like nobody's business, and the astrologer says'No one
can anticipate such random events, Mr. President.”

The girl'sblotchy flush gets degper. He knows hel's got her. He had her with the word " cataclysmic,” but
he went on because she was young and needed to hear the point. Not for him. He's not coming here
again -- he doesn't like working this hard, not with one of his people -- but maybe for someone else.

Occasondly, he can bedtruidtic, although it dways surprises him. Hethinksit may come from hisRising
Sign. Virgos are known to be hel pful at times.

She reachesinto the drawer athird time, and pulls out acomputer-generated sheet filled with squiggles
and symbols he does not understand. The week's dates are running along the Sde, May 4-11. That'sthe

only part he recognizes.
He hides his surprise; he was so convinced she had destroyed thisthat he dmost doesn't believeit's



before him.
"Okay," he says, leaning forward. "Explain it to me."

"It's caled atermination event." Her voiceis shaking. "But it doesn't necessarily mean you're going to die.
It meansthat something Significant in your lifewill end, change, terminate, you know."

"Significant how?" he asks. He knows these charts can pick out various aspects -- relationships, home
life, business. He needs specifics.

"It threads through everything," she says. "Work, relationships, finances. I've never seen anything likeit."
Of course not. She'sababy. She's never seen anything like anything.

"It started this morning, or maybe even a couple of days ago. Y ou didn't have merun that, so | don't
know."

And wasn't bright enough to check. He's glad he's not one of the careless types, the kind who uses his
power easly. He can just imagine pulling his gun from its shoulder holster beneath his suit jacket, ending
this sesson with abullet. But hewon't, no matter how annoyed heis. He's more of a planner than that.

Besdes, he hasahunch thisisn't the kind of termination event she'stalking abouit.

"It builds until the sixth, when everything comesto ahead, and then, | don't know. The chart flips, and to
be honest with you, gir, | haven't seen anything like this."

"Likewhat?'

"Nothing."

At firgt he thinks she'sbeing evasive, then he redizes that she meansliterally nothing.

"How can that be?' he asks.

She shrugs. "1 tried calling the guy who trained me, but he's a some retreet in Michigan until the 15th.”
Hesghs, dapsafifty on the table, and takes dl three charts, even though they're not worth that much.
"Anything e'se?' he asks ashe sands.

"Yeah," she says, sanding too, and pointing at the top sheet. "Right now, your energy isat odds with
itself. A lot of thingswill be revealed, secretswill be uncovered. There's so much darkness here that it
scaresme.”

"l supposeit would," he says.

"No." She straightens her shoulders, apparently thinking it makes her look stronger and taller. It actudly
makes her ook scared. "Y ou don't understand. All these things, they're very bad. I've never seen such a
horrible chart. If | wereyou, 1'd go to bed and not leave for aweek."

"| suppose you would,” he says.
Her lips narrow and anger flashes through her eyes. "I'm trying to warn you."

"Of what?' he asks, hoping thistime shelll be specific.



"Thisweek," she says, "you may lose everything."”

He studies her for amoment. She seems so sincere, so worried about him, even though she doesn't redlly
know him.

"It wouldn't be thefirst time," he says, and walks out the door.

* * % %

Thefirg time had been twenty years ago. He'd been working as abouncer at amajor New Y ork
nightclub, and he'd gotten friendly with the owner, a ba ding man who wore too much jewery and liked a
little too much blow. He supplied it to hisfriends, too, and used Ben, as held been known then, to deliver
it.

Y oung Ben proved his honesty -- he dways returned the money, every dime of it, to the club's owner --
and his street smarts. He'd thwarted more than one robbery attempt, and he'd beaten a handful of men
much larger than hims=lf to abloody pulp.

After oneincident, which Ben won but which left him with abroken rib, split knuckles and two black
eyes, the owner gave him agun and paid for time a arange so that he could learn how to useiit.

Ben had an affinity for guns. Great aim, which improved with practice, an eye that ssemed perfect even if
the scope was off. He knew the damage a gun could do -- saw it up close and personal one night -- and
vowed never to use one except in self-defense.

Of course, sdlf-defense isn't dways what the cops makeit out to be.

Ben had been on addivery when the owner's supplier went to the club and took it down. Ben may have
been passing on the funds, but the owner hadn't been. The club burned with only employeesinside, the
result, the cops said, of free-basing, matches and too much alcohol. Everyone died. The warning was
sent -- and the only person left to get it was Ben.

Ashesaw it, he had three choices: runfor therest of hislife, beg for the supplier's (nonexistent) mercy,
or defend himsdlf. He defended himsdlf with a coldness he hadn't redlized he had. He planned the attack
ascamly as he planned anything, knowing that he could smply befiring thefirst volley in awar that
would never end.

But warnings could be sent both ways, and he wanted the community to know that no one fucked with
him. He cashed everything out, moved out of his gpartment, and became a ghost.

Six months of work, tracking connections, finding people who speciaized in being lost, and then taking
care of them, quickly, efficiently, and with aminimum of fuss

He was nearly done when they caught him. Logt five guys taking him down, wounding him badly enough
that he could no longer defend himsdf.

That was when he learned he hadn't prepared enough. The club owner had been asmall fish, the supplier
another small fish, the people he took out more small fish. The man who talked to him was probably a
medium fish, one who claimed to represent alarger fish.

He offered Ben training for ajob, ahigh-paying one that hed have to work only afew timesayesr.

"Y ou have an afinity for it," the medium fish said. "Shameto let such talent go to waste.”



He never wasted it. Somewhere, he lost Ben, the boy bouncer, and became the ghost, the man who
could go from place to place and never be recognized, the man who had fifteen layers between himself
and the world.

* * % %

Y ears later, when Glennasaw that incident in his chart, she said, Y ou lost everything and it stripped you
down to your warrior nature. Since then, you've never looked back."

He seesno point in looking back. He learns hislesson and moves forward, in the world and not a part of
it.

Losing everything means only onething now: losing himself.

* * % %

The afternoon sun is pae through the smog. Cars honk, tourists gawk at the poverty that is Hollywood
Boulevard, and he rememberswhy he hates Los Angeles.

He didn't expect such news. He has been carelessin recent months -- having his own chart done only
when he had ajob. May was, literdly, uncharted territory.

Until now.

He pullsthe cell phone out of its pouch on his belt. This phoneis one he cloned in Detroit aweek ago.
He hasn't used it yet, soit's as clean asthe phonein hisrental and the five he stashed at the airport.

Ashewadks, hedids. Glennawill be ableto explain thischart. Shelll runit hersaf and tell him what the
darknessis, what the nothing is. Sheisn't afraid of him, and she has the experience to understand every
nuance a chart can make.

Helistensto the rings as he passes a diner filled with transvestites, hookers, and wanna-be stars. His
renta is parked halfway up the next road, around a curve, up ahill, impossible to see from the main
thoroughfare.

Even when he hasn't agreed to ajob, he's cautious.
"Cosmos," says an unfamiliar male voice, loud through the earpiece.

No "May | Help You?" no "Leading the Way in Harmony," which isthe storéstagline, something
Glennaadwaysinssts her employees say. In fact, thisman'svoiceis o flat he sounds disinterested, like a
cop who is answering the phone to see who is on the other end.

Still, he decidesto play it, just to see. "Glenna, please.”

"Who'scdling?"

"I need aname, Sir," and he knows his hunch isright. Glennahas never screened her calls. Not in theten
years hesknown her.

_A person hasto take what comes , she says, _however it comes .

Sheis, if heremembersright, some combination of Pisces, Cancer and Aquarius, al intuition and
emotion, sengtive, psychic and unique. Certainly not someone who would respond well to avoice as
cold asthisone.



He decides to push onelast time. " Glenna has never asked for my name before. Just put her on.”
"No cando, sr," the voice says. "l need aname.”

He hangs up, then shuts off the phone, dipping it into his pocket. Hell tossit when he gets onto the
freeway, somewhere near abridge or an off-ramp near gang territory. After he wipesit down, of course.

Itisn't until he getsto hisrentd that he redlizes he's shaken. 1t's such an unfamiliar emotion, he's forgotten
how it feds-- the chill down the back, the twisting in the somach, the unsteady nervesin the hand.

For he was wrong when he thought the only thing he had left was himsdlf. He has Glenna, his seer, his
touchstone, and the only person he'strusted since he started down this road twenty years before.

* * % %

The Web is an anonymous man's best friend. On it, he hasfound sitesthat have told him how to pick
hotel keycard locks, how to buy illega and untraceable weapons, how to stedl identities.

Now, in the privacy of histouristy hotel near Universal Studios, he uses the Web to learn something he
does not want to know.

Glennaisdead.

Not just dead. Murdered. Two days before, in what the Flagstaff newspaper is caling agangland style
hit. In other words, aprofessiond job.

He gets more information from the loca radio news sites and a Phoenix newspaper that fedsan
obligation to cover the entire state. The details are familiar. He recognizes the method. Thejob wasa
quickie, gun left on the scene registered to a New Orleans police detective who had it stolen (or in New
Orleans, with its corrupt department, who sold it) at atake-down five years ago. Hit happened late at
night, in aprivate corner near avegan restaurant she frequented. One shot, taken no more than three feet
away, and not heard by the locds. Silencer, probably, or pillow or purse to muffle the sound.

There were probably other details the cops were keeping to themsalves, things like a stranger seen near
the store that day or that night, an abandoned rental car, wiped clean, or evidence pointing to alocal,
evidencethat didn't pan ouit.

Thething that disturbs him the mogt isthat the local police don't handle it themselves. They don't even call
Phoenix for hep. They assumeit isahit, which means the gunman has organized connections, and they
cdl inthe FBI.

He's glad now that the cloned phoneis gone. He needs to be gone too. No timeto delay. There's
probably someone tracking his stepsin Hollywood as he's closing hislaptop.

Check out iseasy. Tourist hotels, gottalove 'em. The staff doesn't care why he'sleaving early. They
figure they know. Too much fun in the sun. Too many rides. Too much acohol, not enough money.

Hedipsout asquietly ashe dipped in, dropstherenta at LAX, and hops the next Southwest flight to
Veges.

For thefirst timein years, he needsrea help, and there's only one place he can get it.

* * % %

Heflies Southwest because they let customers pick their own seats. If you don't like who you sit next to,



you can move, no questions asked. He takes awindow toward the back, grabs an airsick bag, and
makes himsdlf look queasy.

No one gtsnext to him.

The short flight is uneventful, but hismind isracing. Glennamay have mob connections, but he doubtsit.
She may have an ex-husband with access, but he doesn't believe that. Hell, she may be the mother of a
high school cheerleader whose jedlousriva hiresahit man, but he never believed that story in the first
place. He certainly doesn't believe it now.

He has ahunch he's her only connection to the dark world helivesin.

_Should | be afraid for myself, old friend? My chart was uncertain. It told me that today would introduce
meto Death.

Heleans againg the tiny window, staring at the tops of clouds. She had told him at that first reading that
chartsweren't easily predictable. She'd looked at his and thought that he was a stand-in for Degth
because of hisjob.

_| did meet Death yesterday, just not in the way | thought .

She had been wrong twice. Her chart had said that day would introduce her to Death. Without him,
Desth would never have found her, at least not in thisway.

He doesn't need actual proof. He has more important things to worry about.

He needsto figure out if shesawarning or if she'satool. Or both. The shooter had to know the cops
would find her long before he did. If the shooter were after him and knew about Glenna, al the shooter
had to do was wait.

So he's not an obvious target. He's something el se, but what he doesn't know.

She had his chartsfor the next job. His chart, the client's chart, and the victim's chart. No names, only
reference numbers. Numbers she promised -- and he checked (late one night, easily breaking into that
dlly little store) -- that never had names attached to them.

She never had hisreal name anyway or his address. He always contacted her, and she didn't seem to
mind.

All she had was birthdates, times, and locations.
That was plenty.

Hisright hand crumplesthe air-sick bag. Heis il shaken, and benegth that feding is something else,
something even more unsettling.

He does not want to examine what that feding is.

* k% k% %

Ange Bridges has an astrology paace near one of the Elvis chapds on the strip. The astrology paaceis
asgarish asanything e'sein Vegas six sories high with turrets and neon astrologica symbolsthat flash on
and off depending on the time of year and the fluctuationsin the cosmos.

Angd makes her money telling gamblers how to bet based on the sars, but she runs aside business for



true believers. She makes no money on that one -- she doesit gtrictly for love. And she never asks
guestions because she values her life and her position in atown where people do anything to guarantee
luck.

Itsfive o'clock when hewalksin, the beginning of her evening rush. One of thelittle waifswho works as
an ass stant approaches him, but heignoresit. Thewalif bleats, but he continues to walk toward Angd,
cutting ahead of along and patient line.

She sitson athick couch, a caftan spread around her ample frame. Diamonds glitter on her ears and
fingers-- she can't lead other people to wedlth if it doesn't ook like she has some of her own.

She seeshim, smiles at her current customer, and excuses hersdlf, asif she's going to get more research
materid. She disappears behind agold leaf door. He takes aSide hallway that seemsto go in the
opposite direction, but doesn't.

They end up in her office, aergonomicaly correct room with no windows and a skylight that, at night,
sends patterns of neon across the darkened floor. He learned that a one am. on a Christmas Eve ashe
checked her files, making sure her connections were clean ones.

As she closes the metal door, he hands her the natd chart. She's never seen it before. She's only done
client chartsfor him. Shehasnoideait'shis.

"I need two months" he says, "starting with April 20"th of thisyear. And I'm going to wait for it."

He's never done that before. He's dways come back. She peersat him, then adjusts her red wig. He
doesnt like it. She looks better with her natural black.

"It'sgonnacogt,” she says. "I'll lose about a quarter of the suckers out there.”

"Il pay," he says.

She nods, presses a button, and tells an assistant to inform the clients she's received news of achangein
the stars. Then she focuses on the chart and punches up something on her compurter.

He takes an upholstered chair designed for aframe shorter and heavier than his. It's the most
uncomfortable chair he's ever sat in. But he doesn't move. Instead, he ponders.

A hit like that dways draws the FBI, later rather than sooner in small towns, athough he probably should
expect sophistication in agtrange little town like Sedona. What will the FBI learn from hisfiles?

Too much, actualy, if they plug the dates, place names, and birth timesinto their unsolved data base.
One haf of the birth information will tieto hitsall over the country. It won't take arocket scientist to
figure out that the other half bel ong to the folks who paid good money to get thefirst half out of the way.

And then therés his, of course, and its repeated monthly or weekly charts. Not that it'll do the Feds much
good. Ben disappeared twenty years ago. A ghost took his place, a ghost no one has been ableto trace
for avery long time.

They will get his patterns though and, if they put someone smart on the case, a pretty good andysisof his
m.o., damn his perfectionist Virgo sde. They'll dso get an excdlent description of him from neighboring
shopkeepers and former employees because they'll know what questions to ask.

And from the client list, they'll probably track down afew of his hackers or maybe the fronts who took
the order. His carefully formed fifteen will crumbleto six or seven or four.



One piece of information and his operation shatters. Was that the goa? Or is he being neutralized
because the big fishisfinaly gone or because someone hasfinaly caught up with him?

They'd caught up with him before, but dwaysfailed in hand-to-hand. It took some planning to make him
ineffective. Some planning and some unwitting compliance from himsalf and his superdtitions.

Hed gotten complacent, abad thing in his business.
"Thisisapiece of shit chart,” Angel says.
"Inaccurate?’ he asks.

"No, just incomplete, like they were using one of those computer downloads done by someone who only
gives hdf acrap." Sherunsabegeweed hand over her eyes. What isit about these astrol ogers that
makes them wear too much jewery on their fingers?

"So whatever this person told meisincomplete?”

"Dunno,” Angd says. "What'd you get told?"

He dipsthe other chart to her, the one with the week ahead.

Angd frownsat it. "Why're you going to a crgp artist when you got me?”

"Y ou're not dwayswith me, babe," he says, folding his hands together and leaning back.

She shakes her head, then she pushes the weekly sheet to him. "L ook at this. It doesn't tie. It's asif this
astrologer's forgotten the natal chart. We got a birthdate in Eastern Standard Time, and we got an
anaysis done for someone born in Western Daylight. Doesn't work. Thisisso basic.”

"Soit'swrong,” he says.

"Thisweekly thing isapiece of garbage." Shetossesit into the nearby wastebasket with aflourish. "But
thisnatd chart, | gottatell you, isthe nastiest thing I've ever seen.”

"Because of how it's done?"

"Because of what it means." Shefrowns at him, shovesthewig back so far he can see the pink of her
scap. "Thisisanother client?!

He nods, not trusting himself to answer.

"Thisisone mean s.0.b. Dangerous. He thinks he's clean, but he's not. Hekillsfor aliving, and even
though charts can befigurative, | don't think thisoneis. He seeshimself asawarrior, but hesan n,
plain and smple. Not the kind of person nice folks should hang with."

He hasn't moved, his hands still across his stomach, hisfeet stretched out, his body trapped in the world's
most uncomfortable chair. But hismuscles have al gone tense. He can fed the gun beneeth his suitcoet.
He hopes his expression hasn't changed, then hewondersif it should have changed. After al, she'sjust
told him oneof hisclientsisakiller.

"What're you supposed to do for thisguy?' she asks, and he mentally curses her, wishing that shewould
remember she's not supposed to ask questions. "A job, like the others?'

He nods.



"I hopeit'salega job. You don't want to messwith thisguy in any real way."
"What else doesthe natd chart tell you?' he asks. Somehow hisvoice remainscam.

"That he's got more secrets than God. That he's unpredictable and charming and could turn onyou ina
second. | won't do anything for him, no matter how much he paid me."

She'strying to be nice to him. She doesn't know. His muscles are freezing up. He's holding back the
truth, that she has worked for him for five years, thinks he'safriend, thinks he's someone she can trust.

"Well," he says, "let's see what the two-month chart says.”
"Y ou don't seem shocked by this."
"| thought he was shady. Y ou're not surprisng me."

She nods, focuses on the computer screen. For along time, al he hearsis the tap-tap of keys. Heresists
the urge to stand and pace.

They had to have dready found some of his people. The only way to get to Glennawasto find out about
the blind box in Flagstaff. In the past, he used to go there, pick up the stuff and drive it down. Three
years ago, he decided she could open the box on occasion. He brought her akey, and sometimes he
would cdl, asking her to pick up the various charts. She would.

A few of his hackers and a couple of hisfronts have that address. Others have ablind box in Vegas and
another in L.A. If the copstriangulated that cell phone cal, they know hewasin L.A. Or maybe
someone ese knows.

He gets up so abruptly the chair bangs againgt the floor. Angel starts. ™Y ou okay?"
"Need to make aprivate cal,” hesays. "I'll beright back."
"Takeyour time" shesays. "Thisis one confusing mass of planets.”

He doesn't like that sound either. He heads to the door, takes the corridor outside and goesin the Elvis
chapd. Therésaline here too, mostly of drunks. He congratul ates one of the champagne drinking men,
lifts his cdll as he pats him on the side, and then goes onto the trip.

It's changed over the years. Big buildingsloom over him, pretending to be something they arent -- the
Eiffel Tower, the Empire State Building, a complete European City State. The neon lights makeiit as
bright as day. Cars pass, people sumble by, many of them holding buckets with tokensin them or
nickes. A few have newspapers and others clutch cash asif it isn't red.

Hediasthegorein L.A., hoping it's open late. On the fifth ring, awoman answers. He recognizesthe
voice. The palm reader.

"You get Elli May out of there," he says.

"Soit'syou." The reader curses him in some romance language -- probably Italian. Y ou could have
warned her."

"l had noidea"

" She comes here looking for adventure, not agun in theface.”



A gunin the face? He hadn't expected that. He expected something afew days away, maybe an FBI visit
or adiscreet contact. Not adirect attack. "Isshedl right?'

"Scared. She gave him dl her charts. He didn't want money. A good thing, en? So now she can go back
to those parents of hers, the oneswho didn't even care that she was gone." The reader curses him again.

Helets her. "Who put the gun in her face?"

"l don't know hisname."

"Have you seen him before?"

"No," shesays.

"What can you tell me about him?"

"Why should | tell you anything?'

"Because | may be ableto prevent him from coming back.”

She pauses. He canfed her brain whirling. He wondersif he's making amistake, caling her, if the
attacker is till there. Then he decides it doesn't matter. Most folks can't track acell phone call. Even if
shehasCdler I.D., dl she can find out iswhat the cell phone number is, not where the call originates.

"He came in about three hours ago,” she says. "He was young, white, has money -- or at least thinks he
does. Hand-tailored suit, but dirty shoes, like he's been traveling or forgetsto shine them.”

Helistens, body tense.

"He points the gun at mefirst, and | shrug. I've seen guns before, but not eyeslike his. Big and brown
and spinning, dmost. Crazy. He thinks he's smart, but he's only smart like afox. Thiskind does not
survivelong.”

Is shetaking to the attacker now? Or isthisthe kind of way she dways speaks? He wishes he had paid
more atention to her, instead of dismissing her out of hand.

"He wants the charts. He gets angry when hefinds out they're all the same birthdate. He wants the other
ones, the client charts. She says she has no ideawhat he means, but she gives him everything. He daps
the gun across her face and shefdls. I've got my own gunand | pull it out. Heturns, laughs at me, says,
'Grandma, you're no match for me," and then he leaves, asif the fact we seen him don't matter, asif his
vigtisnormd."

"Then what?' he asks.

"A cdl to the police, of course. No one's come yet. This part of town, who cares? But you care. You
know thisman."

"No," hesays. "l dont."

"He knows you. He says you're getting old and tired and you don't evenredizeit. A relic, hecalsyou. A
superdtitiousrelic.” She pauses. Y ou will not come back here.”

"That'sright."

"l am telling you, you will not come back here. My niece, shethinks he will murder you. Shethinksit is



her fault.”
"Tdl her that her chart is off. Sheforgot to adjust for time zones." And he hangs up.

He wipesthe phone off and then tossesit on the Sdewak outside the Elvis chapel. The drunk will think it
hasfdlen fromits perch in his pocket. It won't be until he gets hishill that he realizes something has gone
wrong.

He goes back into the astrology paace. Thelineis shorter. The person who was having his chart done
il waiting near the couch, only now heis checking hiswatch.

He dipsinto the back, goesto the office. She has swiveled her chair so that she's working on aback
desk, using protractors and paper charts and colored pencils. It takes him a moment to redize she's
redoing her work by hand.

"What'sthe problem?’ he asks.

"It comes out the same," she say's and she sounds complete surprised. " Even with the proper
adjustments, thisweekly chart comes out exactly the same. Something started aweek ago, something
very serious, which led to agreat loss afew days ago, one which had an impact today.”

At that, shelooksup a him, asif he can give her the information she seeks. He can, of course, but he
wont.

When it becomes clear that helll say nothing, she continues. "It builds and then thereis nothing.”
"Nothing?" he asks, beginning to hate that word. "What the hell is nothing?"

She shrugs. "I've never seen anything likeit. Thereisno more chart.”

"So it means death.”

She shakes her head. "I've seen death in charts before, often charts you give me, sometimesin the
gamblers charts. But it usually appears asatransformation. A person'slife continues even if he does not.”

"What the hdl does that mean?"

She amiles. Thisisclearly aconversation she'sfamiliar with. "Let's say you dietomorrow. Y our financia
affarswill continue. Y our relationshipswill continue, at least for alittlewhile. Y ou may ill have an
impact on theworld, long after you're gone. | suppose eventually the chart will come to nothing, but |
have never seen one do that. Usudly the person who dies does not come back for another reading.”

That lagt she sayswryly, asif humor might help her unease. It doesn't help his.

If he stops, if he ends, nothing will continue. He has no relationships, not like sheistaking about. He has
no friends and family (well, he has afamily, but they are not people he has thought of in decades. He left
them when he stopped being Ben, maybe even before, when he went to work in the City), and his
finance affairswill become untended accounts that banks al over the world will have to deal with some

day.

He hasno will, no legacy, no red life. When he goes, he will leave nothing behind. He will evaporate, like
agpiritinthewind.

"l don't understand,”" he says.



"Neither do I," she saysand frowns. "All we haveis a cataclysmic event and then nothing. Perhaps|
should run my own chart. Perhgpstheworld isgoing to end.”

She does not say thiswith humor. He sares at her, then heflingsfive times her usua payment on the
dek. "Thanks."

"Come back tomorrow,” she says. "I'll research this, seeif anyone else knowswhat it means.”
"| think you might just want to let thisgo," he says. "l am.”

"l cantletit go. It may have grest meaning.”

"I doubt it," he says, and lets himsdlf out the door.

Thelineiseven shorter. The man waiting for hisreading istalking angrily to one of the waifs.

He goes outside, looks at the fake towns, the people pretending they're having agood time. The cell
phoneis gone from the sdewalk in front of the Elvis chapel. Hewondersif the drunk found it or if
someone e se picked it up.

It istime to disgppear. To become atrue ghost, never thought or heard of again. Over the years, he has
made a hundred escape plans, and he hasliked none of them. Nothing sounds duller than Sitting on a
tropica beach Spping Ma Taisfor therest of hislife.

No matter what Angel said, or how much contempt she said it with, he _is_awarrior. And he wantsto
dieawarrior'sdeath. If he cannot work, he cannot enjoy hislife.

Maybe he should cut dl histieswith the pagt, thefifteen layers (some of which are gone, some of which
have betrayed him), move to a different country, and set up again. Someday, perhaps, he can come back
here as an independent and start again.

But heistoo old to start again. He only has ten more good years, twenty if he kegps himsalf in perfect
condition and chooses targets as old or older than heis.

Perhaps the nothing on his chart reflects his ghost status. Perhaps it meansthat he will chose anew
identity, with anew birthdate, and start again.

Perhaps. But he does not believe it. He has reached the end, and he is not sure what that means.
But he knowswhat hewill do.

Hewill wait.

What hefiguresisthis

Theyoung manisafter himfor hisclient list, which means he has not found the fronts, only the hackers. In
fact, he may have only found one hacker -- any one with Flagstaff PO Box would do.

What disturbs him isthe connection to astrology. The guy knew about the superstition somehow -- and
he thinks he knows how. Sometimes hitmen become legendsin their own business, especidly if they've
been around awhile, like he has. They get monikers, usualy based on something unusud.

He hasn't been tied into the network in years -- too much risk, risk he doesn't like. But the network is il



tied to him, clearly, or to hisreputation. They can't call him the Zodiac Killer -- that had been taken by
some psycho who wouldn't know a pro hit if he were instructed in how to do one -- so they probably
gave him adifferent name: the Horoscope Man, the Agirology Hits, something. And from there, this guy
searched until he found something unusual.

What doesnt fit, what bothers him, isthat the guy's research makes him seem cautious, but his
encounters -- both with Glennaand Elli May -- make him seem like aquickie.

The guy's dso arrogant, o he doesn't cover histracks. The fact that he has the chartsis both exhilarating
and disturbing. Disturbing because the guy's going to get caught and he's going to give up what he knows.
Exhilarating, because the FBI, even though they're involved, don't have the charts and can't tie Glenna's
clientsto anything.

If the guy isas smart as he seems, he's going to find out about Vegas. Once he finds Vegas, helll find
Angd. Once he finds Angd, his spree will end, oneway or another.

Theré's even atimetable, according to the weekly chart. By the sixth of May, the guy'll bein Vegas--
and therell be a confrontation. Better to know that in advance. No surprises.

No surprises, the better the chance of winning.

If thereis something to win.

* k% k% %

What he doesn't admit to himself ashe waitsis how disturbed heis. Degp down. HE's never been
anyone'sfocus, never been the source of anyone's search -- not him, not his ghostly self. Sure, he's
probably in abunch of police and FBI databases, but for his various crimes.

Right now, he's being tailed for who heis, targeted for what he knows, and the people he's surrounded
himsdlf with are being punished.

He hates that.

He hasn't redlized how much he hates that until he Stsin Angdl's office for the second night in arow,
trying to find acomfortable chair. The lights are out, but the skylight letsin so much neon ambiance that
everythingiswdl lit.

The computer is off, but he has helped himself to her files, realizes she has some connections that make
him nervous. He wondersif they know who heis, if they know about his previous bresk-in, and if they
cae.

Probably not. If they cared, they'd take care of him. They're probably watching now, just to see what
he's doing, just to find out what he knows.

What he knowsisthat he's having ahard time staying calm. And that's not like him. But he keepsthinking
of Glenna, her easy manner, her smile when she saw him after along absence, the way she believed
whatever she did wasfor the best.

Heled the guy right to her, and she had died, violently, because of him.

Strangely enough, that disturbs him. When he gets paid to take alife, that's different. It isn't about him.
It'swhat he does. It's not personal.



Thisis. Thisloss had adirect connection to him, more direct than pulling the trigger.

Thisloss pisses him off. And thefact that it pisses him off pisses him off even more. Heisn't supposed to
have attachments. He's outgrown them. They're uselessin his business. He needs to be a complete loner,
and somehow he'sfailed to do that.

Part of him worried about Angel until he saw who she was dedling with. If the guy offs her, hell have an
entire family of peopleto answer to. Shelll be protected.

It's hisremaining astrologerswho are in trouble. Them, and his hackers -- the ones who haven't
encountered the guy -- and the fronts, and al the others associated with thislittle operation. He's
struggled to keep them as clean as possible. He doesn't want anything to happen to them because of him.

At leadt, that'swhat he'stelling himsdlf as he sitsin the shadows, watching the blue neon Scorpio signd --
an M with apointed tail -- flash on and off against the cherry colored carpet. He's also thinking he may
have overestimated this guy when he hears the security lock click open.

Findlly.

He pulls out the semi he got at amilitia convention outside of Denver and aimsit at the door. He hasto
wait until he's sure because he doesn't want to nail Angel by mistake.

Someone dipsingde, asthin asone of the waifs. The neon isoff for the moment, dammit, and the room
isdarker than usud. Then the gold Taurusignites -- acircle with horns -- and he seesthe leather jacket,
the dicked-back hair, the cruel curve to the mouth.

"Y ou couldvejust asked for my client list," he says.
The guy swives, surprised. But he coverswdll. "I had to find you firg."

Hisanswer isaspray of bulletsthat rip the guy up and make him dance before dumping against the wall,
lifdessand empty.

Now he's got to move quick. He suspects the pa ace has walls thick enough to hide the noise, but
suspecting is not the same as knowing. He approaches the body, gaping and bloody where the torso
should be, and stares at the face.

Unfamiliar, not that he should know who the guy was. And young, arrogant. A quickie, just like he
thought. He dips on his gloves and pats the pockets, finding a Hilton room key and areceipt with the
room number, and awallet with 1.D. poorly faked, from some computer Site.

Not even aquickie then. An amateur, awanna-be. No wonder he needed the client list. He didn't have
connectionsto get jobs on his own. Glenna had been practice, proof that he could do it.

And maybe he couldn't. A real pro would've shot Elli May and the palm reader. A real pro wouldn't've
left such an obvioustrall.

A tiny red light is blinking on the back of the computer. He looks for the source -- thinking maybe
someone has alaser scope on him. How can that be? There's no way to focus the scope on him from
that angle. There should be shadows from the skylight above. He's been checking. The astrologica signs
are sending the proper light to the carpet.

Somekind of warning light. Some kind of security trigger. He pockets the room key, but destroysthe
receipt. Then he peds off his gloves, and folds them over his shoeslike achegp pair of rubbers. Therell



be bloody footprints. He can't help that. But that's the only clue they'll have, and with Angdl's unsavory
connections, the copsl| probably look somewhere dse.

He reachesfor the door, turns the knob, hears a second click. Not a security lock thistime. Something
flat and ominous, something he should have expected, but didn't because this, for him, was a quickie too.

He pulls on the door, but it doesn't open. Programmed to lock after violence like that. HE's seen security
like this before. HE's not going to be able to shoot through the metal door, at least not intime,

"Damn," he says as he turns, hoping he hastimeto get up to the skylight, to break through it. Thered light
on the computer isblinking so fast that it seems almost congtant.

He stands on one of the uncomfortable chairs, the semi pointed at the skylight. He's pulling the trigger
when the computer explodes.

* * k% %
Hehastimeto andyzeit.

It'snot redly awhite light. It's more like sunlight, broad and glistening, incorporating many colors, but so
brightly that al he can seeiswhite.

Hesafradtolook at it, afraid helll seethat no oneiswaiting for him, or that the folkswho are waiting are
redly, redly, redly pissed off.

He hides hiseyes, but the light comes through the lids, just likeit would do if hewereredly there. He
doesn't ook at it, pretends he can't fed itswarm glow, and gradudly, it fades away asif it never existed.

Asif he never exigted.

Which, he supposes, he hasnt, not for avery long time.
* * k% %

"Ben?'

He opens hiseyes. The old lady standing over him has thin gray hair and abroad face. Her features are
familiar.

"Ben?' She sounds like sheswitnessing amiracle. Behind her head, a TV screen blaresthe news. A
woman is reading headlines, and below her isasportsticker. It gives the score of the All-Star game.

Hefrowns. The old lady iscalling for nurses, and herealizesthat he'sin abed, immobile, and very, very
tired.

"Y ou're back, Ben. Thank God. I've been here everyday.”

Findly he recognizesthe voice. Theold lady is Angel. He waswrong. Her hair's natura color isn't black.
Thetipsare, but she's stopped dying it. A scarf lays on an endtable, dong with abook about destiny.
She's been waiting for him, and reading.

"You saved my life. That serid killer -- "

She doesn't get a chanceto finish. Hisroom isinvaded by scores of hedth care professonadsin white
coats. They surround him, stick him with things, ask him questions he doesn't know the answer to, tell



him he'slucky, lucky, lucky to be dive.

He haslost more than two months. 1t's mid-July. He has been immobile in aV egas hospital bed for two
months -- not aive, not dead.

Living inlimbo. Exiging. Hewas, heredlizes, during that span, nothing at dll.
They take Angd out, afraid shélll tire him, but she promises to come back.

He has to cope with many redlizations -- that his rehabilitation will take months, maybe years. He may
not walk again. Hisleft arm has been destroyed. He's afraid to look at hisface.

They found out hisred identity from hisfingerprints, sent for hisfamily, and found out he has none l€ft.
Hisfingerprints are on file, he remembers, because of adrug bust twenty years ago, one the club owner
paid their way out of. He had forgotten that. He has forgotten more than he knows.

What he does learn from Angel over the next few daysisthat, in her eyes, he's ahero. Somehow, she
thinks, he got the guy's chart. They're calling the guy -- Dante Evans -- aseria killer who specidized in
adrologers.

Evanswasn't as careful as he thought. He left clues at the scene of Glennal's murder and Elli May was
ableto I.D. him from a photo as the guy who begat her the afternoon of May fourth.

Angd bdievesthat "Ben" knew something was wrong, and when hefigured it out, guarded her. She has
no cluewho heredly is, and if she hasno clue, then neither do her contacts -- the oneswho
booby-trapped her office.

Sheisembarrassed as she explainsthis. "They made me promisethat I'd keep their information secure,”
she says. "They set up thistrap. At first it was supposed to go off if there was unofficid activity in the
room, but | was afraid for my assstants, so they set it up to go off if there was other factors. | never
asked what those factors were. They promised it would never happen.”

He knows. It could have been any number of things: aresponse to the cordite, to the sound of gunfire, to
the spray of warm liquid -- like blood. Or merely aremote device, set off by someone who kept an eye
on the place, whenever he believed there was trouble.

Gunfire counted astrouble.

But he says nothing to her, and he also says nothing when she offersto pay for hisroom. Histracks are
covered, so deep that he knows he's facing an opportunity.

Angel stsbesde hisbed. Shes il gpologizing to him, feding guilty for misreading the chart. She doesn't
understand that it's not Evans chart, that it's his chart, but he won't tell her that.

"| till have trouble believing deeth registers as nothing. But they can't find anything about him. Werethe
only ones affected,” she says.

Heligtens. He doesn't tell her what he believes. Can't. He's afraid shell run his chart or the serid killer's
chart, whichiswhat she bdievesitis. If sherunsit past May 11, shell find the nothing ended on the day
he woke up. The nothing was the coma.

Even though it wasn't redlly nothing, not like the chart said. After dl, Angel's here and shethinkshe'sa
hero. He has had some impact on her life.



Maybe the nothing was amisnterpretation -- or anon-interpretation. Maybe everything wasin such flux
that no one could predict what would happen.

"Angd," he says, when shefindly pausesfor breath, "do you beieve in second chances?"

"Of course, honey," she says and pats hisgood hand. "The religions, they dl deal withthat. It'sevenina
person’s chart, in the nodes. Past lives dways have an impact on present ones.”

"No, no," he says. "I'm talking about thislife. What if theré's aclear line, abreak between what you were
before and now. Can you be something €l se?

She studies him for amoment. He wonders how clearly she's seeing him. Does she think he'stalking
about hisold drug arret, hiswandering lifestyle? Or does she think something deeper is going on, maybe
even suspect the darkness he let take over his soul?

"I think a person gets a second chance like that for areason,” she says, "and only afool would passit

by
He nods. He's been thinking that too.
"Y ou want meto do your chart, so we can see what path you should walk?*

"No," he says. He's done with that. Charts are too accurate. He's not going to plan hislife like that any
more. Besides, he wantsto forget that he'sawarrior with ajudge's soul. He wants to think he's been
rebornin July. A Cancer. Sendtive, nurturing, protective. Someone el se entirely.

"How come you never told mewho you really are, Ben?' she asks, looking down. This question matters
to her.

Hegivesit due consderation. "l guess" he says, "because | never knew mysdf.”

Protected by fifteen layers, asoldier inawar he didn't believe in or understand, searching for meaning
where there was none, meaning that got the wrong people killed.

He's not ahero, not even close. Doubts he ever can be. He's still superstitious, maybe more so than he
was before. He's hanging up his wegpons and finding anew path -- one that might make him worthy of
thelight.

Maybe, the next time it surrounds him, he can look at it and through it, to the world beyond. Maybe the
next time, helll have enough courage to go there, and face himsalf, what he's been and what he's done.

The thought disturbs him and he closes his eyes, for thefirgt time in his own memory not trying to repress
feding, but to acknowledgeit.

To fed something where there was once nothing.

To be aperson instead of aghost.



