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FRIDAY

1

The bride wore white.

Only shewasn't a bride and the dress—two sizestoo small at |east—had faded to beige.

"Can|l ask again," Jack said, leaning toward Gia, "why our hostessis wearing her wedding dress?

Gia, seated next to him on the tattered, thirdhand-store sofa, sipped from her plastic cup of whitewine.
"Youmay."

A casud little get-together, Giahad told him. Some of her artist friends were going to gather at aloftina
converted warehouse on the fringe of the old Brooklyn Army Termind, throw alittle party for one of
their clan who'd started to make it big. Come on, she'd said. It'll befun.

Jack wasn't in afun mood. Hadn't been for some time now. But he'd agreed to go. For Gia.

Maybe twenty people wandering about the space while Pavement's last album pounded from aboom
box, echoing off the high ceilings, huge windows, and stripped-to-the-brick walls. The occupants sported
hair colorsthat spanned the visible spectrum, skin that was either pierced or tattooed or both, and
clothesthat redlined the garishometer.

And Halloween was better than two months away.

Jack took apull from his bottle of beer. Hed brought his own, opting to forego his usua Rolling Rock
long necksfor asix-pack of Harp. Good thing, too. The bridal-bedecked hostess had stocked Bud
Light. Hed never tasted watered-down cow pee, but he imagined it tasted better than Bud Light.



"All right. Why isour hostess wearing her wedding dress?"

"Gildas never been married. She'san artist, Jack. She's making a statement.”
"What statement? | mean, besides Look at me?'

"I'm sure shedd tdll you that it's up to the individua to decide.”

"Okay. I've decided shejust wants attention.”

"Isthat so bad? Just because you're frightened to death of attention doesn't make it wrong for other
peopleto court it."

"Not frightened to death of it," Jack grumbled, not wanting to concede the point.

A tal, dim woman passed by then, adead-white streak running along the side of her frizzy black
swept-back hair.

He cocked his head toward her. "I know her statement: her husband's amonster.”

"Karyn'snot married.”

A guy with gelled neon yellow hair did by, each eyebrow pierced by at least adozen gold rings.
"Hi, Gia," he said with awave and kept moving.

"Hi, Nick."

"Let meguess,” Jack muttered. "Asachild Nick wasfrightened by a curtain rod."

"My, aren't we the cranky onetonight,” Giasaid, giving him alook.

Cranky barely touched it. He'd been dternating between bouts of rage and the way-down dumpsfor a
couple of months now. Ever since Kate's death. Couldn't seem to pull himsalf out. Hed been finding it
hard to get out of bed in the morning, and once he was up, there didn't seem to be anything he wanted to
do. So he'd drag himsalf to Abe's or Julio's or Gia's and pretend he was fine. Same old Jack, just not
working on anything at the momen.

The angry voice mail messages from hisfather, ragging on him for not showing up at Kate's wake or
funera, hadn't helped. "Don't tell me you had something more important to do. She was your Sder,
damnit!"

Jack knew that. After fifteen years of separation, Kate had come back into hislife for one week during
which he'd gotten to know her again, love her again, and now she was gone. Forever.

Thefactssaid it wasn't Jack's fault, but the facts didn't keep Jack from blaming himself. And one other
person...

He'd searched for the man held suspected of being in some way responsible, aman whose real name he
didn't know but who'd called himself Sal Roma once, and maybe Ms. Aralo too. He'd put the word out
but no one knew anything. Never heard of him. Jack wound up with ataste of his own medicine—Sdl
Romadidnt seemto exis.

Kate... shemight dill bediveif only hed done things hisway ingtead of ligening to. ..



Stop. No point in traveling that well-worn trail again. He hadn't returned hisfather's cals. After awhile
they stopped.

Heforced asmilefor Gia. "Sorry. Pseudo-weirdos crank me off."
"Can't be much welrder than the people you spend most of your day with."

"Those are different. They'reredl. Their weirdness comesfrom insde. They wake up weird. They dress
weird because they reach out ahand and whatever it touchesfirst iswhat they wear that day. These
people here spend hoursin front of amirror making themselves ook weird. My weirdos have hair that
spikes out in twenty directions because that's the way it was when they rolled out of bed this morning;
these folks use herba shampoo, haf agalon of gel, and aspecia comb to achieve their unwashed
bed-head look. My weirdos don't bel ong; these people seem to want desperately to belong, but don't
want anyone to know, so they try to outdo each other to look like outsiders.”

Giaslipstwigted. "And the biggest outsider of them dl isstting right here in ashort-deeve plaid shirt,
jeans, and work boots."

"And spending the evening watching pretensions collide with affectations. Present company excluded, of
course.”

One of the many things he loved about Giawas her lack of affectation. Her hair was blond by nature and
short for convenience. Tonight she was wearing beige dacks and adeevel ess turquoise top that
heightened the blue of her eyes. Her makeup consisted of atouch of lipstick. She didn't need anything
more. Shelooked clean and hedlthy, avery untrendy look in this subculture.

But the subculture had percolated into the overculture, the fringe had become mainstreamed. Y ears ago
congtruction workersthrew bricks at longhairs and called them faggots, now the building trades were
packed with ponytails and earrings.

"Maybeit'stimel got mysdlf adorned,” Jack said.

Gias eyebrows shot up. ™Y ou mean pierced? Y ou?"

"Wadll, yeah. Sometimes| fed like | stand out because I'm not bgjeweled and be-inked."
"Be-inked?'

"Y ou know—tattooed."

Everyone seemed into it, and if he wanted to remain invisible, hed have to follow the crowd.

"But nothing permanent,” he added. Didn't want to lose his chameleon capatiilities. "Maybe aclip-on
earring and one or two of those temporary tattoos."

"Didn't you do something like that to your fingers once?"

"Y ou remember those?' Phony prison tats. With inddlibleink. A one-timething for ahairy job that left a
couple of toughs from a Brighton Beach gang blazing mad and combing the five boroughs for aguy with
hell bent tats on his knuckles. He hadn't been able to wash those off soon enough. "No, | think | need
something big and colorful

"How about a heart encircled with rose vines and giain its center?"

"I wasthinking more on the order of agreen skull with orange flames roaring out of its eye sockets."



"Oh, how cool," Giasaid, and sipped her wine.

"Y eah. Slap that on one deltoid, maybe get abright red Hot Stuff devil for the other, put on atank top,
and I'll be set."

"Don't forget the earring.”
"Right. One of those dangly ones, maybe with the Metalicalogo.”
"That's you, Jack. A speedmetal dude.”

Jack sighed. "Adorned. .. accessorized... | was brought up thinking that real men didn't bother with
faghion.”

"Sowasl," Giasad. "But | have an excuse: | grew upin semi-rurd lowa. You... yourea
northeasterner.”

"True, but al the adult males | knew as akid—my father and the men he knew—uwere plain dressers.
Most had fought in Korea. They dressed up for things like weddings and funeras, but mostly they wore
functional clothes. Nobody accessorized. Y ou stayed in front of the mirror long enough to shave and
comb the hair out of your eyes. Anything more and you were some sort of peacock.”

"We come to twenty-first-century Peacockville," Giasaid.

Nick drifted by again.

"What's Nick paint?' Jack asked.

"He doesn't paint. He's a performance artist. His stlage nameis Harry Adamski."
"Swell." Jack hated performance art. "What's his performance?'

Giabit her upper lip. "He cdlsit stool art. Let'sjust say it'savery persona form of sculpture and, um, let
itgoat that."

Jack stared at her. What was Gia—?
"Oh, jeez. Redlly...?"
She nodded.

"Chrigt," he said, letting loose, "is there anything out therethat can't clam it'san art? Thereésthe art of
war, the art of the dedl, the art of the shoe shine, the Artist Formerly Known As Prince—"

"| think he's back to calling himsdlf Prince now."

"—the art of motorcycle maintenance. Smearing yourself with chocolateis art, hanging atoilet onawal is
a,.t_ll

"Come on, Jack. Lighten up. | was hoping anight out would lift your spirits. You've got to rgjoin the
living. Lately your life's conssted of eating, deeping, and watching movies. Y ou haven't worked out or
taken ajob or even returned calls. I'm sure Kate wouldn't want you to spend the rest of your life moping
around.”

Jack knew Giawas right and |ooked away. He saw awillowy blonde in her mid twenties swaying in their



direction. She carried amartini glassfilled with reddish fluid, probably a cosmo. The bottom of her short,
zebra-griped blouse did not meet the top of her low riding, skintight leopard miniskirt; intheinterva a
large diamond stud gleamed from her navel.

"Maybe| should piercemy navel," Jack said.
"Fine, but don't show me until you've shaved your belly.”
"How about a pierced tongue?'

Giagave him asdelong glance and asultry smile. "Now that could beinteresting.” She looked up and
saw the blonde. "Oh, here comes Junie Moon, the guest of honor."

"That her red name?"

"Not sure. But that's the one she's used since I've known her. Shewas struggling aong just like the rest
of usuntil Nathan Lane bought one of her abstracts last year and started talking her up. Now she's about
ashot asyou can get.”

"What's a Junie Moon origina go for?'
"Twenty and up.”
Jack blinked. "Twenty thou? She'sthat good?"

"Big difference between hot and good, but | like Junie€swork. She creates this unique mix of hot and
cold. Sort of across between De Kooning and Mondrian, if you can imagine such athing.”

Jack couldn't, because he couldn't recall any works by ether.
"Y ou sound happy for her."

"I am. She'sagood kid. I've got amost ten years on her and she sort of adopted me as a surrogate
mother over the past few years. Phones me a couple of times aweek to chat, asks advice."

"And no hard fedingsthat she hit it and you haven't?"

"Not abit. | won't say | don't wish it were me instead, but if it had to happen to someone dse, I'm glad it
was Junie. She'sditzy but she'sgot talent, and | like her.”

That was Gia. The nurturer without ajealous bonein her body. Another of the many reasons he loved
her. But eveniif it didn't bother her, it rankled Jack to see the crap that hung in the gdleries and exhibits
she was dways dragging him to, while her own canvases remained stacked in her studio.

"Bet her stuff's not half as good asyours.”
"Minearedifferent.”

Giamade her living in commercid art. She did alot of advertisng work, but over the years sheld
developed areputation among the art directors at the city's publishing houses as atdented and reliable
artist. Sheld walked Jack through a Barnes and Noble last week, pointing out her work on half adozen
hardcovers and trade paperbacks.

Nice stuff, but nothing like the paintings Giadid for herself. Jack loved those. He didn't know alot about
art, but held picked up alittle following Giaaround, and her urban roofscapes reminded him of Edward



Hopper, one of the few artists he'd pay to see.

Junie dropped into the narrow space next to Gia on the couch, spilling afew drops of her drink. Her
blue-shadowed lids drooped dightly. He wondered how many she'd had.

"Hey," she said, and kissed Gia on the cheek.

Giaintroduced her to Jack and they shook hands across Gia. She looked about as down in the dumps as
Jack felt.

Gianudged her. "Why so glum? This party'sfor you."

"Yeah, 1'd better enjoy it now." Shetook agulp of her cosmopalitan. "My fifteen minutes are so over."
"What are you talking about?"

"My lucky bracelet. It's gone. It's the whole reason for my success.”

"You think it was stolen?" Jack said, glancing at her bare wrists and then at the partygoers. No shortage
of jedlousy here, hed bet. "When did you last seeit?!

"Tuesday. | remember taking it off after finishing apainting. | took a shower, then went out shopping.
Next morning | went to put it on before starting anew work, and it was gone.”

"Anything dse missng?’ Jack said.

"Not athing." Shetossed back the rest of her drink. "And it's not valuable. It's an old piece of junk
jewelry | picked up at a secondhand store. It looks homemade—I mean, it's set with acat's eye marble,
of dl things—but | liked it. And as soon as | started wearing it, my paintings began to sal. The bracelet
made it happen.”

"Isthat 307" Jack said. Hefdt Gias hand grip the top of histhigh and begin to squeeze, trying to head off
what she knew he was going to say, but he spoke anyway. "So it's got nothing to do with talent.”

Junie shook her head and shrugged. "I never changed my style, but | started wearing the bracelet while
worked, and thefirst painting | finished with it was the one Nathan Lane bought. After that, everything
started happening for me. It changed my luck. I've so got to find it."

"You'velooked for it, | presume,” Giasaid.

"Turned my place upside down. But tomorrow I'm getting professond help.”

"A bloodhound?" Jack offered, which earned him another squeeze.

"No. I've got an gppointment with my psycho.” Shegiggled. "I mean my psychic.”
Giadsfingers became avise, so Jack decided to heed her. "I'm sure helll be abig help.”

"Oh, I know hewill! Heswonderful! | left my old seer for Ifasen a couple of monthsago and am | ever
glad. Theman'sabsolutely incredible”

"Ifasen?' Jack knew most of the mgor playersin thelocal psychic racket, if not persondly, at least by
rep, and the name Ifasen didn't ring abell.

"He's new. Just moved into Astoriaand—oh, my God! | just redlized! That'sjust up the road from herel!



Maybe | can see him tonight!”

"It's pretty late, Junie. Will he—7?"

"Thisisan emergency! Hes got to seeme!”

She pulled out her cell phone and speed-dialed a number, listened for amoment, then snapped it closed.

"Damn! Hisanswering service! So what. I'm going up there anyway." She pushed hersdf up from the
couch and staggered a step. "Gottafind acab.”

Giaglanced at Jack, concern in her eyes, then back to Junie. "Y ou'll never get one around here."

She grinned and hiked her miniskirt from mid-thigh to her hip. "Sure | will. Just like what's-her-namein
that movie"

"Claudette Colbert in It Happened One Night," Jack said automatically as he wondered when the last
time was a cab had cruised the Brooklyn Army Terminal areaat this hour. "And someonéll think you're
looking for more than arideif you do that. Well call you acab.”

"They never come," she said, heading for the door.

Again that concerned look from Gia. "Jack, we can't let her go. She'sin no condition—"
"She'sagrown-up.”

"Only nomindly. Jeck?'

She cocked her head and looked at him with big, Girl Scout cookie-sdlling eyes. Refusing Giaanything
was difficult, but when shedid that. ..

"Oh, dl right." Donning a put-upon expression, he rose and offered ahand to help Giato her feet; in truth
he was delighted for an excuseto bail this party. "I'll give her aride. But it's not just up the road." It'son
the upper end of Queens.”

Giasmiled, and it touched Jack right down to the base of hisspine.

Somehow, between saying good-bye to the hostess bride and reaching the sdewalk, they picked up two
extrapassengers. Karyn—the Bride of Frankenstein—and her friend Claude, an anorexic-looking six
footer with aflattop haircut that jutted out over hisforehead, making hishead look like an anvil from the
side. They both thought ajaunt to a psychic's house would be maoby cool.

Penty of room in Jack's Crown Vic. If hed come aone, he probably would have traveled by subway.
But Gias presence demanded the security of acar. With Giain the passenger seet, and the other threein
the back, Jack wheeled the big black Ford up aramp onto the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway and
headed north along the elevated roadway. He said he hoped no one minded but he was opening dl the
windows, and he did, without waiting for answers. His car; they didn't likeit, they could walk.

Thiskind of summer night, not too humid, not terribly hot, brought him back to histeenswhen hedrovea
best-up old Corvair convertible that he got for a song because too many people had listened to Ralph
Nader and dumped one of the best cars ever made. On nights like this he'd drive with no destination,
awayswith the top down, letting thewind swirl around him.

Not much swirling tonight. Even at this hour the BQE was crowded, but Junie made the cregping traffic
seem even dower by rattling on and on about her psychic guru: Ifasen talked to the dead, and Ifasen let



the dead talk to you, and Ifasen knew your deepest, darkest secrets and could do the most amazing,
impossible, incredible things.

Not amazing or impossible to Jack. Hewas familiar with al the amazing, impossible, incredible things
Ifasen did, and even had a pretty good idea how the man was going to get back Juni€'s bracelet for her.

Y eah, Juniewas aditz, but alovable ditz.

Maybe some music would dow her Ifasen chatter. He stuck one of his homemade CDsin the player.
John Lennon'svoicefilled thecar.

"This happened once before ..."

"The Beatles?' Claude said from the back. "I didn't think anyone listened to them anymore.”
"Think again," Jack said. Heturned up the volume. "Listen to that harmony.”

"...| sawthelight!..."

"Lennon and McCartney were born to sing together.”

"You havetoredize" Giasad, "that Jack doesn't like anything modern.”

"How can you say that?"

"How?' Shewas smiling. "L ook a your apartment, your favorite buildings'—she pointed to the CD
player—"the music you listen to. Y ou don't own a song recorded after the eighties.”

"Not true."
Karyn piped up. "What's a current group or singer you listen to?"

Jack didn't want to tell her that he had Tenacious D'slast disc in the glove compartment. Time for some
fun.

"| like Britney Spearsalot.”

"I'm sureyou liketo look at her at lot," Giasaid, "but name one of her songs. Just one.”
"Wdl..."

"Got him!" Karyn laughed.

"I like some of Eminem's stuff."

"Never," Giasad.

"It'strue. | liked that conscience song he did, you know where hel's got agood voice talking in one ear
and abad voicein the other. That was neat.”

"Enough to buy it?"
"Wdl, no..."

"Got himagain,” Karyn said. ™Y ou want to try the nineties? Can you name one song from the nineties you
listened to?"



"Hey, maybe | wasn't exactly a Spice Girlsfan, but | was one hdll of aninetieskindaguy.”
"Proveit. One nineties group—name one you bought and listened to.”

"Easy. The Traveling Willburys.™

Claude burgt out laughing as Karyn groaned. "I give up!”

"Hey, the Willburys formed in the nineties, so that makes them anineties group. | dso liked World
Party's ‘Goodbye Jumbo.™

"Retro!"
"And hey, Counting Crows. | liked that '"Mr. Jones song they did.”
"That's because it sounded like Van Morrison!™

"That's not my fault. And you can't say Counting Crowsweren't nineties. So there. A nineties guy, that
wasl."

"I'm getting aheadache.”

"Some Beatleswill fix that," Jack said. "Thisdiscisal pre-Pepper, before they got self-conscious. Good
Suff.”

The double-tracked guitar intro from "And Y our Bird Can Sing" filled the car as Jack followed the
BQE's meandering course aong the Brooklyn waterfront, running either two or three stories above or
one or two stories below street level. A bumpy ride over pavement with terminal acne. Asthey ran under
the Brooklyn Heights overhang amagnificent vista of lower Manhattan, al lights ablaze, did into view.

"| fed likeI'min Moonstruck," Karyn said.
"Except in Moonstruck the Trade Towerswere there," Claude added.

The car fell silent asthey passed under the neighboring on-ramps of the Brooklyn and Manhaitan
Bridges.

Jack had never liked the Trade Towers, had never thought hed miss those soulless silver-plated Twix
bars. But hedid, and still felt astab of fury when he noticed the holein his sky where they'd been. The
terrorists, like most outsidersto the city, probably had viewed the twins as some sort of crown on the
skyline, so they'd aimed for the head. But Jack wondered how the city would have reacted if the Empire
State and the Chryder Buildings had been targeted instead. They were more part of the city's heart and
soul and history. King Kong—the real King Kong—had climbed the Empire State Building.

Brooklyn turned into Queens at the K osciusko Bridge and the highway wandered past Long Idand City,
then the equally unspectacular Jackson Heights.

Agoriasits on the northwest shoulder of Queens dong the East River. Jack visited frequently, but rarely
by car. One of hismail dropswas on Steinway Street. As he drove he debated aside trip to pick up his
mail, but canned the idea. His passengers might start asking questions. He'd subway back next week.

Following Juni€'s somewheat digointed directions—she usudly cabbed here so she wasn't exactly sure of
al her landmarks—he jumped off the BQE onto Astoria Boulevard and turned north, running a seamless
gauntlet of row houses.



"If thisIfasen's so good,” Jack said, "what's he doing out herein the sticks?"
Juniesad, "Queensian't the gickd"

"Isto me. Too open. Too much sky. Makes me nervous. Like I'm going to have a panic attack or
something." He swerved the car. "Whoa!"

"What'swrong?' Junie cried.

"Just saw aherd of buffalo. Thought they were going to stampede in front of the car. Told you thiswas
the sticks."

Asthe back seat laughed, Giagave histhigh one of those squeezes.

They passed a massive Greek Orthodox church but the people passing aong the sidewalk out front were
dressed in billowy pantaloons and skull caps and saris. Astoria used to be dmost exclusively Greek; now
it housed sizable Indian, Korean, and Bangladeshi populations. A polyglotopoalis.

They cruised into the commercid digtrict dong Ditmars Boulevard where they passed the usud
boutiques, nail salons, travel agencies, pet shops, and pharmacies, plus the ubiquitous KFCs, Dunkin
Donuts, and McDondd's, interspersed with gyro, souvlaki, and kabab houses. They passed a
Pakistani-Bangladeshi restaurant; itsfront, like afair number of others, sported signswritten not just in
foreign languages but foreign script. The Greek influence was till strong, though—Greek coffee shops,
Greek bakeries, even the pizzerias sported the Acropolis or one of the Greek gods on their awnings.

"Therel" Junie cried, leaning forward and pointing through the windshield at a produce shop with ayelow
awning inscribed with English and what looked like Sanskrit. "I recognize that placel Make aright at the
corner here.”

Jack complied and turned into a quiet residential neighborhood. This street was lined with duplexes, a
relief from the row houses. A train rumbled dong atrestle looming above them.

"He's number 735," Juniesaid. "Y ou can't missit. It'sthe only detached single-family home on the block."
"Might bethe only onein Astoria," Jack said.

"Should be on the right somewhere dong—" Her arm |lanced aheed again. "Herel Hereit il Awriiight!”
Jack heard the dap of ahigh five somewhere behind him. "Told you I'd get us herel”

Jack found an empty spot and pulled into the curb.
Junie was out the door before held put the car in park. "Come on, guys! Let's go talk to dead folks!"
Karyn and Claude piled out, but Jack stayed put. "1 think welll pass.”

"Aw, no," Junie said, leaning toward the passenger window. "Gia, you've got to come meet him. You've
got to see what he can do!”

Gialooked a him. "What do you say?"
Jack lowered hisvoice. "I know thisgame. It's not—"
"You wereapsychic?'

"No. | just helped one once.”



"Great! Thenyou can explainit al afterwards.” She smiled and tugged on hisarm. "Come on. This could
befun."

"Fun likethat party?' Giagave him alook so Jack shrugged his acquiescence. "All right. Let'sseeif this
guy livesup to Juni€s pressrelease.”

Junie cheered and led Karyn and Claude toward the house while Jack closed up the car. Hejoined Gia
at the curb. He started toward the house but stopped when he saw it.

"What'swrong?' Giasad.
He stared at the house. "L ook at this place.”

Jack couldn't say why, but heimmediately didiked the house. It was colonial in shape, with an attached
garage, but made of some sort of dark brown stone. It probably |ooked better during the day. Jack
could make out awd|-trimmed lawn and impatiens and marigoldsin bloom among the foundation
plantings along the front porch. But herein the dark it seemed to squat on its double-size lot like some
huge, glowering toad edging hungrily toward the sdewalk. He could imagine a snakelike tongue uncoiling
through the front door and snagging some unwary passerby.

"Definitely cregpy looking," Giasaid. "Probably by design.”
"Don't gointhere" said an accented voice from his|eft.

Jack turned and saw adim, dark Indian woman in aroyal blue sari, strolling her way along the sdewalk,
being led by abig German shepherd on aleash.

"Excuseme?' Jack said.

"Very bad place," thewoman said, closer now. Her dark hair was knitted into along thick braid that
trailed over her right shoulder; afine golden ring pierced her right nostril. "Bad past. Worse future. Stay
away." Shedidn't dow her pace as she came abreast of them. Her black eyesflashed at Jack—"Stay
away"—then at Gia—"especidly you."

Then shewalked on. The dog looked back over his shoulder, but the woman did not.
"Now that's creepy,” Giasaid as an uncertain smile wavered across her lips.

Jack had always believed that in confronting afear and facing it down, you weakened it. Recent events
had given him second thoughts about the wisdom of that belief. And with Giaaong. ..

"Maybe we should ligen to her."

Gialaughed. "Oh, come on! She probably works for this guy; he sends her out to get usin the mood. Or
maybe she'sjust aloca wacko. Y ou're not taking her serioudy, are you?'

Jack looked after the retreating saried figure, now barely visible in the shadows. After what held been
through lately, he wastaking alot more things serioudy, things hed laughed at before.

"] don't know."

"Oh, let'sgo," shesaid, tugging him up the front walk. " Juni€'s been seeing him for a couple of months
and nothing bad's happened to her.”

Jack put an arm around Gia's back and together they approached the house. They joined the others on



the front porch where Junie had been jabbing at the bell button with no results.
Shejabbed it again. "Whereishe?

"Maybe hel's not home," Jack said.

"He'sgot to be! | can't—"

Just then the front door eased open acrack. Jack saw an eye and adiver of dark cheek.
"Ifasen! It'sme! Junie! Thank God you're herel”

The door opened wider, revedling atal, lean black man, maybe thirty. He wore awhite T-shirt and gray
dacks; hishair waswoven into nest, tight dreads that brushed hiswide shoulders. Ifasen reminded Jack
of Lenny Kravitz in hisdreadlock days.

"Ms. Moon," he said with an unplaceable accent. "It'slate.”

Jack hid asmile at the obvious statement. This guy was experienced. The normal response would be,
What are you doing here at this hour ? But if you're supposed to be someone who knows al—or
maybe not dl, but a heluvalot more than ordinary people—you don't ask questions. Y ou make
Satements.

But he wondered at the man's expression when he'd opened the door. HE'd looked. .. relieved. Who had
he been expecting?

"I know. And I know my gppointment's tomorrow, but | had to come.”

"Y ou couldn't wait," he said, histone cam, exuding confidence and assurance.

"Yes! Right! | need your help! | lost my good luck bracelet! Y ou've got to find it for me!”

As he considered her plea, his gaze roamed among Jack and Gia and the others on the porch.
"| see you've brought company.”

"| told them all about you and they're dying to meet you. Can we comein? Please?’

"Very well," Ifasen said. He stepped back and opened the door the rest of the way. "But only for afew
minutes. | have to be rested for my early clientstomorrow.”

That'sright, Jack remembered. Weekends are busy timesfor psychics.

Junieled theway, followed by Karyn and Claude. Jack and Giawere just stepping over the threshold
when adeep rumblefilled the air, vibrating through their bones and shaking the house.

"Bomb!" Ifasen yeled. "Out! Everybody out!"

Then another sound, a deafening, high-pitched, echoing scream—whether of pain, fear, or joy, Jack
couldn't ssy—filled theair.

Didn't sound like abomb to Jack but he wasn't taking any chances. He grabbed Gia and hauled her back
across the porch and onto the lawn. Junie, Claude, and a shrieking Karyn scurried behind them.

Ifasen was il a the front door, calling for someone named Charlie.



Jack kept moving, pushing Gia ahead of him up thewalk toward the car. Then he noticed something.
He stopped. "Wait. Fed that?'

Gialooked into hiseyes, and then at her feet. "The ground..."”

"Right. It'sshaking."

"Oh, my God!" Junie cried. "It's an earthquake!

Just as suddenly asthe tremors had started, they stopped.

Jack looked around. Acrossthe street, up and down the block, lights were on and people were spilling
out into their yards, standing around in al states of dress and undress, some crying, some looking smply
bewildered.

Giawas staring at him. "Jack. An earthquake? In New Y ork?'
"Don't you remember that one on the Upper East Side back in'017"
"I read about it, but | never fdt it. | felt this. And | didn't likeit!"

Neither had Jack. Maybe peoplein placeslike LA got used to something like this, but fedling the solid
granite bedrock of good old New Y ork City rolling and trembling under hisfeet... pretty damn
unsettling.

"What about that other sound? Like ascream? Did you hear that?"
Gianodded as she moved closer and clutched hisarm. "Like adamned soul."
"Probably just some old nailstearing free in the quake.”

"If you say s0. Sure sounded like a voice though.”

Sure did, Jack thought. But he didn't want to add to her unease.

Helooked around and saw Ifasen gpproaching with another, younger black man who bore afamily
resemblance. Both had similar builds and features, but instead of dreads the newcomer'shair wascut in a
neat fade. He wore black dacks, black sneakers, and alightweight long-deeve turtle-neck, a so black.

"An earthquake, Ifasen!” Junie said. "Can you believeit?"

"I knew something was going to happen,” I1fasen said. "But impending saiamic activity interfereswith
psychic transmission, so | couldn't get a clear message.”

Jack nodded approval. The guy ad-libbed well.

Close up now, Jack noticed ahorizontal scar along Ifasen's|eft cheek; hismilk chocolate skin was
otherwise flawless except for the stipple of whiskers shadowing hisjaw.

"Can we go back ingde now?' Juniesad.
Ifasen shook hishead. "'l don't know..."

"Please?"



Hesghed. "Very well. But only briefly.” He put ahand on the younger man's shoulder. "This, by the way,
ismy brother Kehinde. He livesin Menglaus Manor with me.”

Menedaus Manor? Jack thought, staring at the old house. This place has aname?

Kehinde led the way back to the house. Jack hung back with Giaso he could talk to Ifasen.
"Why'd you think it was abomb?"

Ifasen blinked but his onyx eyes remained unreadable. "What givesyou thet idea?'

"Oh, | don't know. Maybe the fact that you yelled '‘Bomb!" when the house started to shake.”

"I'm not sure. Perhaps | was artled and it wasthe first thought that came to mind. The pre-seismic
vibrations—"

Jack held up ahand. "Yeah. You told us."

Jack sensed Ifasen was telling the truth, and that bothered him. When your house starts to shake, réttle,
and roll, it could bealot of things, but bomb should not befirst on your guesslist.

Unless you were expecting one.

"And where's Charlie?'

Ifasen tiffened. "Who?'

"I heard you cdling for someone named Charlie while we were evacuating."

"Y ou must have misheard me, gir. | was calling for my brother Kehinde."

Jack turned to Gia. "Let's split. | don't think thisisagood idea.”

Before Giacould answer, Ifasen said, "Please. Theré's nothing to fear. Really.”
"Let'sdoit, Jack." Sheglanced at Ifasen. "It'll take us, what—half an hour?"
"Atmogt." Ifasen smiled. "As| said, | need my rest.”

Half an hour, Jack thought. Okay. What could happen in hdf an hour?

2
"Thisismy channeling room," Ifasen said with a sweeping gesture.
Impressive, Jack thought as he looked around.

Ifasen had decked out the high-ceilinged firgt-floor room with awide array of spiritudist and New Age
paraphernaiaa ong with some unique touches. Most striking were the host of statues—some looked like
the real del—from churches and Indian temples and Mayan pyramids: Mary, Saint Joseph, Kdi, Shiva,
atotem pole, a snake-headed god, cathedra gargoyles, and aten-foot stone Ganesha holding agold
scepter in his coiled elephant trunk. Drapes covered the windows. The oak-paneled wallswere
festooned with paintings of spiritualist icons. Jack recognized Madame Blatavsky, the Mona Lisaof this
Louvre of phonies.

At thefar end of the room sat around table surrounded by chairs; an ornate, pulpitlike podium upon a



two-foot dais dominated the near end; Ifasen took his place behind it while Jack, Gia, Junie, Karyn, and
Claude seated themselves among the chairs clustered beforeit.

"l am Ifasen," he said, "and | have been blessed with a gift that alows me to communicate with the spirit
world. I cannot spesk directly with the dead, but with the aid of Ogunfiditimi, an ancient Nigerian wise
man who has been my spirit guide since | was achild, | can bring revelations and messages of peace and
hope to our world from the place beyond."

"Ms. Moon's sitting with me was scheduled for tomorrow, but due to her dire need, | have moved it up
to tonight. In gratitude, she has made a generous donation to the Menelaus Manor Foundation on behalf
of you, her friends, to alow you to become part of her dtting."

Karyn and Claude clapped; Junie, alone in the front row, turned and waved.

"l will answer her question and yoursin the form of abillet reading,” Ifasen said. "My brother Kehindeis
passing amnong you with billets, envelopes, and pens.”

The billets turned out to be index cards. Jack took a couple from Kehinde for Giaand himsdf. He knew
this game but decided to play aong.

Ifasen said, "Please write your question on the billet, sgnit, fold it, and sedl it in the envelope. | will then
contact Ogunfiditimi and ask him if he can find the answersin the spirit world. Thisisnot atimefor prank
questions, or schemesto test the spirit world. Do not waste Ogunfiditimi's time by asking aquestion to
which you aready know the answer. And redlize this: the mere fact that you have asked a question does
not obligate the spiritsto answer. They pick and choose. The worthier the question, the more likely it will
be answered."

Gresat hedge, Jack thought. The perfect out.
"May | ask aquestion?' Giasaid, raising her hand like aschoolgirl.
"Of course.”

"Why do we have to seal the question in an envelope? Why can't we smply hand you the card and get
the answer?'

Ifasen smiled. "Excdlent question. Communication with the spirit world isnot like along-distance call.
Words sometimes filter through, but often the communication isin theform of hints and fedings. To open
the clearest channdl, | need to empty my mind. If I'm thinking about the question, I'll muddy the waters
with my own opinions and prejudices. But if | don't know the question, then my own thoughts can't get in
the way. What comes through then is pure Spirit Truth."

"Smooth," Jack whispered. "Silky smooth.”

Jack scribbled How is my sister ? on his card and showed it to Gia.
"Isthat fair?' shesaid.

"It'ssomething I'd like to know."

Before he folded the card he tore a piece off the top left corner. Ashe dipped it insde the envelope he
glanced & Giaand saw her seding hers.

"Wheat did you ask?'



Shegmiled. "That's between me and Ogunfiditimi.”

He was about to press her when asoft musical chimefiltered through the room. He looked up and saw
Ifasen holding what appeared to be alarge bowl of beaten brass on thetips of hisfingers.

"Thisisaceremonid bl from atemple degp in thejungles of Thailand. It issaid that if properly mounted
it will ring an entire day from asingle stroke." He flicked afingernail againg the shiny surface and again
the soft chime sounded. "But tonight we will be using it asabowl to collect your billets.”

He handed the bell to Kehinde who passed among them, collecting the envelopes. Jack kept an eyeon
him, watching closaly asthe younger brother placed the bell behind the base of the podium. Hefiddled
with something out of sight, then shook out awhite cloth. The bell reappeared, covered with the cloth,
and was handed up to Ifasen.

Jack leaned back, nodding. Gotcha.

Kehinde walked off and the lighting changed, the room growing dark while an overhead spot brightened,
leaving Ifasen towering above them, bathed in aglow from heaven. He whipped off the white cloth and
stared down into the bowl. After amoment he reached in and removed an envelope. He held it before
him.

"I havethefirst question,” heintoned. He lowered his head and raised the envel ope on high where it
gleamed likeagtar inthe brilliant light. "Ogunfiditimi, hear me. These supplicants come before me,
seeking knowledge, knowledge that only you can provide. Heed their requests and furnish the answers
they seek.”

He shuddered once, twice, then spoke in aflat, sepulchra tone.
"You are not yet ready. Y ou must work harder, hone your craft, and above dl, be patient. It will come."

Ifasen looked up and blinked. He lowered the envelope and picked up adim gold-plated |etter opener.
Hedlit the top of the envelope and pulled the card from within. He unfolded it and, to Jack’s chagrin, held
it by the upper left corner. After reading it he smiled down at Karyn. "Does that answer your question,
Kayn?'

She nodded enthusiastically.

Clause sad, "What did you ask?"

"l wanted to know when I'll be as successful as Junie.”
Junieturned to her. "Didn't | tell you? Isn't hejust so amazing?'
"How does he do that?' Giawhispered.

"Leter."

Knowing pretty much how the rest of the act would go, Jack pulled out afolded pamphlet he'd picked
up downgtairs. The cover reed THE MENELAUS MANOR RESTORATION FOUNDATION over a
grainy picture of this old stone house. So that was where the donations went.

He opened the ydlow tri-fold brochure and out fell another, smaller pamphlet, dmost the sze of the
three-by-five billet hed judt filled out. The cover showed acrudeillustration of ahuman silhouette faling
into apit next to thetitle, "The Trap." Heflipped it over and amost laughed doud when he saw the



words "Chick Publications.” A Born Again mini-comic. The. opening pages showed a Christian character
debunking a saf-described channder.

Some prankster was dipping Jack Chick's fundamentalist tractsinto Ifasen's brochures. How rich.

Jack checked Ifasen, who had afresh envelope held on high, but thistime he skipped the incantation.
Maybe hewasin ahurry. He shook hishead asif trying to clear it, scrinched up his eyes, then shook his
head again. Findly he lowered the envelope and cast adisapproving look at Claude.

"The spiritsrefuse to answer this. They want meto tell you to buy acaculator.”

He dit the envelope and unfolded the card—again holding it by the upper left corner. Heread: " 'What is
the square root of 2,7627 " He frowned at Claude, his disdain palpable. "What did | say about frivolous
guestions that waste the sirits time?"

Claude grinned. "It'sa question that's plagued me for years."
Junie gave him afierce look and dapped him on the knee. Jack decided he liked Claude.

He put aside the Chick pamphlet and was starting to read Ifasen’s propaganda on this house and its
history when Gianudged him.

"Pay attention. Y ou might be next.”

Jack refolded the brochure and trained his attention on Ifasen who had raised another envelope. He gave
acouple of shudders, then, "Y our sster sends you her love from the Other Side. She says sheiswell and
to get on with your life”

Jack couldn't help feding achill. He knew the game, knew Ifasen was winging it here, but thiswas
exactly what Kate would say.

Ifasen was unfolding acard, holding it as usual by the upper left corner. "Does that answer your question,
Jack?'

"Completely,” Jack said softly.

Gialooked at him with wide eyes and grabbed hisarm. "Jack! How could he—?"

He cocked his head toward her and whispered, " An educated guess. He's very good.”
"How can you write that off asaguess?’

"Easy. Of course, if he'd said, 'Kate sends her love,' that'd be awhole other ballgame. Big problem
writing that off."

Another envelope had been thrust into the light, and now Ifasen was frowning again.

"I'm having trouble with this. | sense anumber trying to come through, but the seismic gatic has
increased. I'm not sure, but | believe the number istwo." He opened hiseyes. "And that's dl."

Ifasen wore a puzzled frown as he dit this envel ope, but when he read the message, he smiled. "Two."
Helooked up. "Doesthat satisfy you, Gia?"

"I... 1 think s0," Giasaid.



Jack glanced at her and thought she looked alittle pale. "What did you ask?'
"Tdl youlater," shesad.

N

"Later. | want to seeif he knowswhere Junies braceletis.”

"Thelast envelope,” Ifasen sad, thrusting it up into the light. He closed his eyes, went through the
shuddering dedl, then said, "It isnot stolen. You will find it in the large blue vase." He looked at Junie
who was on her feet. "Do you have alarge blue vase?'

"Yesl Yed" She had her hands pressed againgt her mouth, muffling her words. "Right next to the door!
But that can't be! How could it possibly get in there?"

"The spiritsdidn't say how, Ms. Moon," Ifasen told her. "They smply said where."

"I've gottago! |'ve so gotta get home and check that vasel" She ran up to the podium and threw her arms
around her psychic. "Ifasen, you're the best, the greatest!" She turned to Jack and Giaand Karyn and
Claude. "lsn't hefantastic! Isn't hejust so incredible!™

Jack joined the applause. Nothing incredible about Ifasen, but he was good. He was very good.

3

"Sweet Jesud!” Lyle Kenton said when their uninvited guests were finally gone. Hed dready dropped his
Ifasen persona; now he dropped into the recliner in the upstairs Sitting room and rubbed his eyes. "What
happened here tonight?*

His brother Charlie, no longer the subservient Kehinde, gave him areproachful look from where he
leaned againgt the couch, taking tiny sipsfrom aDiet Peps. That was the way he drank: no gulps, just
lots of quick, tiny Sips.

"Ay, yo, Lyle. | thought you was eighty-sixin' it with taking the Lord'snamein vain."

Lyle waved an apology with one hand and twisted one of his dreadsin the other as he reran the past hour
through his brain. Not the laid-back Friday night he'd planned. He and Charlie had been stting in the
living room, channd surfing in. search of something watchable on the tube when Junie Moon had come
aknockin'.

"I tell you, Charlie, when | saw Moonie standing there on the front porch with that crowd behind her, |
thought we were cooked. | mean, | figured sheld tumbled to your little visit and brought down the heet.”

Of course, on further reflection, held redlized thet if it really had been the heat, Junie Moon wouldn't have
been with them.

"Couldabeen worse," Charlie said, pacing back and forth in front of the couch, adeep purple velvet
affair that had come with the house. Everything in the room—the furniture, the upright piano, the murky
landscapesin gilded frames on the walls—had been here when they'd bought it ten months ago. "Coulda
been the banger who done the drive-by."

Lyle nodded, fedling his neck tighten. Just last Tuesday night held been standing by the picture window in
the waiting room downstairs when a bullet whizzed right by hishead. It had punctured the pane without
shattering it, leaving a hole surrounded by asmall spiderweb of cracks. Hed dug it out of the wall, but
snce gunswerent histhing, he couldn't tell what" caliber it was. All he could be sure of wasthat it had



been meant for him. Theincident had |eft him shaken and more than alittle paranoid. HEd kept the
curtains pulled ever since.

The reason, he knew, wasthat alot of well-heded clients had started migrating from the Manhattan
psychicsto Astoriasince Lyle had joined the game. None of those players was happy about it. A dew of
angry, threatening, anonymous phone calls over the past few weeks had made that clear. But one of
them—hell, maybe a group of them—had figured that phone callswouldn't cut it and decided to play

rough.

But Lyle hadn't called the police. They say the only bad publicity isno publicity, but thiswasan
exception. A sensationd story about his being shot at could be pure poison. People might stay away for
fear of being caught in the middle of a shoot-out between warring psychics. He could imagine the quips:
A trip to this psychic might put you a lot closer to the dearly departed than you intended.

Oh, yes. That would be ared boon to business.

But worse was the gut-clawing redization that someone wanted him dead.

Maybe not dead, he kept telling himself. Maybe the shot had been awarning, an attempt to scare him off.
He'd find that easier to believe if he'd been in another room at thetime.

Nothing else had happened since. Thingswould settle out. Hejust had to keep his head down and giveit
time

"But it wasn't,” Lylesaid. "It wasjust Junie Moonie and friends. So there | was, just starting to relax after
finding out she's here becauise she can't wait till tomorrow for her session. | open the door, and what
happens? Bam! Theworld startsto shake. | gottatell you, bro, | aimost lost it.”

Charlies grin had a sour twist. "1 know you lost that busta accent.”

"Did 17" Lyle had to smile. HEd been affecting amild East African accent for so long now—used it
twenty-four/seven—that he'd thought his Detroit ghetto voice dead and buried. Guess not. " Shows how
much | wasworried about you, man. Y ou're my blood. | didn't want this whole house comin' down on
your head."

"| 'predate that, Lyle, but Jesuswaswith me. | wasn't afraid.”
"W, you should have been. An earthquakein New Y ork. Whoever heard of such athing?"

"Maybeit'sawarning, Lyle" Charliesaid, till pacing and sipping. ™Y ou know, the Lord'sway of telling
usto get tight.”

Lyle closed hiseyes. Charlie, Charlie, Charlie. Y ou were so much more fun before you got religion.
My fault, he supposed. My bad.

A few years ago, when they'd been working alow-budget spiritudist storefront in Dearborn, afaith
healer came to town and he and Charlie had gone to see how the guy worked his game, Lyle had kept
hiseye on dl the whed chairs the hedler had brought dong, and how his ass stants would gracioudy offer
them to unsteady |ooking old folks who tottered in—the same folkswho'd "miraculoudly” be able to walk
again after the heder prayed over them. While he was doing that, his younger brother had been listening
to the sermon.



Lyle had gone home and written up notes for the future when he opened his own church.
Charlie had bought aBible at the tent show, brought it home, and started reading it.
Now hewasaBorn Again. A True Bdliever. A Big Bore.

They used to make the bars together, pick up women together, do everything together. Now the only
things that seemed to interest Charlie were reading his Bible and "witnessng."

Y et no matter what he did or didn't do, Charliewas till his brother and Lyleloved him. But he'd liked
the old Charlie better.

"If that earthquake was the Lord's work and aimed at us, Charlie, he sure shook up alot of people
besdesus."

"Maybe lots of people besides us need shaking up, yo."

"Amen to that. But what was with that scream? Y ou've got to let me know when youre going to pull a
new gag. The house shaking and the ground rumbling were bad enough, but then you throw in the scream
from hell and everyone wasready to run for theriver.”

"Didn't have nothing to do with no scream,” Charlie said. "That wasthefo' reals, bro.”

"Red?' In hisheart Lyle had known that, but held been hoping Charlie would tell him different. "Red
what?'

"Redl asin not something | cooked up. That sound didn't come from no speakers, Lyle. It come from
the house."

"I know. A bunch of these old beams shifting in the quake, right?’

Charlie stopped his pacing and stared at him. ™Y ou connin' me? Y ou redly gonna sit there and tell me
that sounded like wood creaks to you? Betta recognize that was a scream, man. A human scream.”

That was what it had sounded liketo Lyletoo, but it couldn't have been.

"Not human, Charlie, because the only humans here besides you and me were our uninvited guests, and
they didn't doit. So it just sounded human, but wasn't.”

"Was." Charlie's pacing picked up speed. " Come from the basement.”

"How do you know that?"

"| standin’ by the door when it went down."

"The basement?' Lylefet achill ripple dong his spine. He hated the basement. "Why didn't you tell me?”’
"Didn't 'xactly have time. We had guests, remember?"

"They've been gone for awhile now."

Charlielooked away. "1 knew you'd wannago check it out.”

"Damnright, | do." Hedidnt, not redlly, but no way he was going to deep tonight if hedidn't. "And
would you st down or something? Y ou're making me nervous.”



"Can'. I'mtoo jumpy. Don't you fed it, Lyle? The house has changed, yo. Noticed it soon aswe come
back indde after the quake. | can't explainit, but it fed s different... strange.”

Lylefdt it too, but wouldn't say so. That would be akin to buying into the same sort of supernatura
mumbo jumbo they sold to the fish. Which he refused to do. But he had to admit that the room lights
didn't seem quite as bright as before the quake. Or wasiit that the shadows in the corners seemed alittle
deeper?

"Weve had anerve-jangling week and you're fedling the effects.”

"No, Lyle. It'slikeit ain't just usin this house no more. Like something se moved in."
"Who? Bedzebub?'

"Don't you go crackin' on me. Y ou know you fed it, dawg, don't tell me you don't!"

"I don't fed nothin'"

Lyle stopped and shook his head at the double negative. Hed spent years erasing the street from his
vocabulary, but every oncein awhile, like aweed, it popped through the Third World turf he'd been
cultivating. Ifasen's accent said old Third World, his dreads said new Third World; Ifasen wasan
internationa man who recognized no barriers—not between races, not between nations, not even
between life and degth.

But Third World was key. The affluent, white, New Age yo-yos who made up the demographic Lyle
was chasing believed that only primitive and ancient civilizations retained accessto the eternd truths
obscured by the technophilia of western post-industrid civilization. They'd accept just about anything an
East African named Ifasen told them, but would brush off the sameif it came from Lyle Kenton of
Detroit's Westwood Park dums.

Lyledidn't mind the act; kind of liked it, in fact. But Charlie wouldn't make the effort, declining to
become what he called an "oreo.” So he became the silent partner in the act. At least he agreed to dress
the part of Kehinde. Left on hisown he'd be baggied out with adukey rope, floppy fat sneaks, and a
backward Tigers cap. A hip-hop Born-Again.

Lyle jumped and spilled some beer on his pants as the phone rang. Man, his nerves were jangled. He
looked at the caller ID: Michigan. He picked up.

"Hey, sugar. | thought you'd be on the plane by now."

KareenaHawkinss velvet voice dunk from the receiver. The sound gave Lylearush of lust. "'l wish |
were. But tonight's promotion ran way over and the last plane out isgone.”

He missed Kareena. Sheran the PR department of a Dearborn rap station. At twenty-eight she was two
years younger than Lyle. They'd been just about inseparable before he moved east, and had been
carrying on alongdistance relationship the last ten months, the plan being for Kareenato move east and
get ajob with aNew Y ork station.

"So tekeamorning flight.”
He heard her yawn. "I'm beat, Lyle. | think I'll just deepin.”

Lyle couldn't hide his disappointment. "Come on, Kareena. It's been three weeks."



"Next weekend'll be better. I'll call you tomorrow.”

Lyle pressed his case awhile longer but to no avail. Finaly they ended the cal. He sat there amoment,
garing a one of the crummy pictures on thewall and feding morose.

Charliesad, "Kareenaain't gonnamakeit, | takeit?'
"Nah. Too tired. That job of hersis—"

"Hateto say it, bro, but she playin' on you."
"Noway. Dont talk like that."

Charlie shrugged and mimed zipping hislip.

Lyledidnt want to admit it but he'd begun suspecting the same thing. Held gotten the growing impression
that despite dl her early enthusiasm for a career move, Kareena had cooled to the idea of leaving her
comfy nichein Dearborn and challenging the New Y ork market. And now she was cooling on him.

Only onething to do: Take sometime off next week and head west. Sit her down, talk to her, show her
how important she was to him and how he couldn't lose her.

Helooked at Charlieand said, "L et's go check the cdllar.”
Charlie only nodded.

Lyleled theway down to thefirst level, through the ol d-fashioned linoleum-floored kitchen, and down
the cellar steps. He flipped the light on and stopped, staring.

"Jeees—" Redlizing Charlie wasright behind him, he stopped himsdlf, then added, "—and crackers."

According to the red estate agent who'd sold them the place, the cellar had been finished by a previous
owner, two prior to Lyle. Whoever he was, held had no taste. He'd put in adrop ceiling with fluorescent
lights, tacky fake wood paneling in some blah shade of pecan on the walls, and painted the concrete floor
orange. Orange! It looked like arec room out of abad movie from the sixties, or maybe thefifties.
Whatever, it did not belong in Mendaus Manor.

But now a huge crack split its orange floor.
"Peep thisl" Charlie said as he brushed past Lyle and approached it.

The jagged crack ran the entire width of the floor, wall to wall, east to west, widening to a couple of
inches near the center. Crack was an understatement. The concrete dab of the floor had been brokenin
half.

His brother was dready crouched by the opening when Lyle arrived.
"Looksdeep,” Charliesaid.

Lyl€e's heart sumbled over abeat as he saw hisbrother start to wriggle hisfingersinto the crack. He
grabbed Charlie'swrist and snatched it back.

"What kind of fool are you?" he shouted, angry and frightened. "What if that floor decidesto shift back?
What are you going to do with aright hand that's got no fingers?*



"Oh, right,” Charlie said, cradling hisfingersasif they'd been hurt. "Good point.”

Lyle shook his head. Charlie was so bright in so many ways, but sometimes, when it came to common

Lyle studied the crack, wondering how deep the ground was split beneath it. He leaned over and
squinted into the opening. Nothing but featurel ess darkness beyond.

Wait... wasthat—"?

Lyle snapped his head up, momentarily dizzy. For amoment there he thought held seen gars... asif hed
been looking a anight sky, but someone else's Ky, like no night sky ever seen from earth... ayawning
well of starsthat threstened to drag him down through the opening.

He backed away, afraid to look again, and as he moved he thought he felt a puff of air againgt hisface.
He placed hishand over the opening. A feather-light breeze wafted againgt his pam.

Damn! Where wasthat coming from?

"Charlie, ook in there and tell me what you see.”

"Why?

"MakelikeaNikeandjust doit.”

Charlie put his eyeto the crack. "Nathan. Just black."

Lylelooked again and thistime saw no stars, no strange sky. But what about a moment ago?
He gtraightened. "'Bring me the toolbox, will you?*

"What wrong?'

"I'm not sure.”

Charliereturned in less than aminute. Lyle opened the toolbox and found some two-inch nails. He
pressed his ear to the crack and dropped one through. He listened for the clink of it hitting bottom, but it
never came,

Lyle motioned hisbrother closer. "Get your ear down here and seeif you hear anything.”

A second try yielded the same nonresult for Lyle. He straightened and |ooked at Charlie. "Well?!
Charlie shook his head. "Could be soft dirt down there. Like sand.”

"Maybe. But you'd think we'd hear something.”

"Got anideal"

Charlie jJumped up and ran back upstairs. He returned with a pitcher of water.

"Thisgottawork.”

Lylefitted hisear againg the crack; Charlie did the same and then began to pour. Thefaint trickle of the
water through the crack was dl Lyle heard. No splash, not even ahint of one, from below.



Lyle straightened to sitting. " Just what we need: a bottomless pit under our house.”
"What we do?' Charlie stared at him, obvioudy expecting an answer from big brother.

Lyle didn't have one. He definitely didn't want the city to know about this. They might condemn the place
and boot him out. He hadn't come dl the way from Michigan to get kicked out of the first home held ever
owned.

No, he needed someone discreet who knew hisway around construction and could tell him what was
wrong and how to fix it. But he'd only been in town ten months and—

"Dear Lord!" Charlie cried, jamming ahand over hisnose and mouth. "What that!"

Lyledidn't haveto ask. He gagged asthe odor hit him. It lifted him to hisfeet and sent him staggering
toward the stairs. Charlie wasright behind him as he pelted up to the first floor and shut the door.

Lyle stood in the kitchen, gasping as he stared at his brother. "We must be sitting over asewer line or
something.”

Charlie stared back. " One that run through agraveyard. Y ou ever smell anything stink so bad? Even
close?'

Lyle shook hishead. "Never." Hed never imagined anything could smell that foul. "What next? A meteor
through theroof ?"

"Tdlin' you, Lyle, the Lord's puttin' us on notice."
"With astink bomb? | don't think s0."

Although the odor hadn't reached the kitchen, Lyle didn't want to take any chances. He and Charlie
stuffed wet paper towd s into the spaces between the door and its molding.

When they'd finished, Lyle went to the fridge and pulled out a Heinie keg can. He could have done with a
double deuce of Schlitz M-L right now, but that was way too sireet.

"Y ou not gettin’ bent, areyou?' Charliesaid.
He handed Charlie another Peps. "When wasthe last time | got bent?
"When was the last time you had an earthquake open a bottomless pit under your house?"

"Good point." Hetook along cold gulp from the can and changed the subject. "By the way, one of the
guyswith Moonietried to pull afast onetonight, and | don't mean Mr. Square Root.”

"The bama:looking Joe?* Charlie said, resuming his pacing.

"Bama-looking Jack, if we're to believe the name hewrote. | knew he was trouble right from the start.
Heard me calling you by your real name when we were evacuating and wanted to know why | yelled
'bomb’ when the quake hit. | kept an eye on him after that. He didn't miss atrick. He watched your every
move, then mine. Good thing | was onto him, otherwise I might have missed seeing him tear a corner off
hishillet."

"So that'swhy you was holding them by the top corner. Y ou dways hold them bottom center.” Charlie
frowned. "Y ou think he here to make trouble?



Lyle shook hishead. "No. | got the impression he didn't even want to be here. | think he was bored and
having alittle fun with me. He knew exactly what | was doing but he was cool with it. Just sat there and
let the show rall.”

Lyle wandered into the waiting room; Charlie followed, saying, "Maybe hein the game."

"Not ours. Another game, but don't ask mewhat." Lyle had sensed something going on behind that white
guy's mild brown eyes, something that said, Don't mess. "Some game of hisown."

Lyle prided himsdlf on hisability to read people. Nothing psychic about it, no spiritsinvolved, just
something he'd been able to do aslong as he could remember. A talent he'd honed to afine edge.

That talent had found the visitor named Jack a hard read. Bland-looking guy: nothing-specia clothes,
brown hair, mild brown eyes, not handsome, not ugly, just... there. But he'd moved with a secret grace
insgde adamn near impenetrable shield. The only thing Lyle had sensed about him bes des the steer-clear
warning was adeep melancholy. So when held seen his question—"How ismy sster?'—Lylesingdincts
shouted, Recently deceased!

If the reaction of the woman with him was any indicator, Lyle had scored abull's-eye.

"But we came out okay," Lyle said. "We may have hooked afuture fish or two, and after Mooniefinds
her long lost bracelet right where | told her it would be, shelll be snging my praisesto anyone wholl
ligen.”

Charlie sat down at the upright piano that had come with the house, and pounded the keys. "Wish | could
play.”

"Takelessons," Lyle said as he drifted to the front picture window.

He pulled back the curtain just enough to reveal the bullet hole at the center of its crack web. Before
filling it with trand ucent rubber cement, held run a pencil through the hole with ease. So smdll, and yet so
deadly. For the thousandth time he wondered—

Movement to hisright caught hiseye. What? God damn! Someone was out there!
"Hey!" he shouted as a burst of rage drove him toward the front door.
"Whassup?' Charliesaid.

"Company!" Lyle yanked open the door and legped.onto the front porch. " Hey!" he shouted again ashe
spotted adark figure racing away acrossthe lawn.

Lyle sprinted after him. Somewherein hisbrain he heard faint criesof Danger! and Bullets! but he
ignored them. His blood was up. Good chance this was the banger wannabe who'd done the drive-by,
but he wasn't driving now, and he wasn't shooting, he was running, and Lyle wanted a piece of him.

The guy was carrying something. Looked like abig can of some sort. He glanced over hisshoulder. Lyle
caught aflash of pale skin, then the guy wastossing the can Lylesway. It didn't go far—sailed maybe
half a dozen feet then hit the ground with ametallic sound and rolled. Unburdened, the guy picked up
speed and beet Lyle to the curb where he hopped into a car that was aready moving before the door
closed.

Lyle pulled up at the sdewalk, gasping for air. Out of shape. Charlie came up beside him, breathing hard,
but not as hard as big brother.



"Seehisface?'

"Not enough to recognize. But he'swhite.”

"Hgured that."

Lyleturned and headed back. "L et's go see what he dropped.”
He squatted by the object and turned it over. A gasoline can.
"Shit!"

"What he gonnado? Burn a.cross?'

"Doubt it." Whiteswerein the minority on these streets. Another dark face moving in was anonevent.
"Thisisbusiness. He waslooking to burn usout.”

He rose and kicked the can, sending it rolling across the grass. The New Y ork psychic game had only so
many players. One of them had done this. He just had to find out who.

But how?

4

"All right," Giasaid. "Werefindly done. Tell me how Ifasen did what hedid."

Sheld been dying to know ever since they'd | eft the psychic's house, but they'd been stuck driving Junie
home. Since Karyn and Claude lived on the Lower East Side aswell, they'd tagged along. Jack had
dropped al three outside Junie€'s gpartment building and now he was ferrying Gia uptown on First
Avenue.

Despite thelate hour, progresswas dow. Giadidn't mind. Time with Jack was never wasted.
"First let's decide where were going,” Jack said. "Y our place or mine?"
Giaglanced a her watch. "Mine, I'm afraid. Were getting to the end of the Sitter'stime frame.”

Vicky, her eight-year-old, till would be up. Sherarely failed to cadge extrahours of TV out of her
gtters.

Jack sighed dramaticdly. "Another cdibate night.”

Gialeaned close and nuzzled hisear. "But it'sthe last one for the next week. Did you forget that Vicky
leavesfor camp tomorrow morning?"

Giahad been trying to forget it. She'd hated the week Vicky had been gone last summer—the seven
loneliest days of the year—and was dreading her departure tomorrow.

"| did. Forgot completdly. | redlize you'll miss her terribly, aswill I, but I know just the thing to easethe
pain of separation.”

Giasmiled and twirled alock of Jack's hair. " And whatever would that be?"
"That's my secret until tomorrow night.”

"I can't wait. And speaking of secrets, what's Ifasen's?”



"No-no," Jack said. "First you tell me the question you asked. If 'two' was the answer, what was the
guedtion?'

She shook her head. She now found hersdlf alittle embarrassed by her question. If she could get away
without reveding it...

"Youfirg. Tl me how that man can give answers when he doesn't know the question.”

"Y ou're sure you want to know?" Jack said, turning his head to give her asmile.

A smilefrom Jack... so few of those since Kate's desth. She missed them.

"Why wouldn't 1?7

"Might spail thefun."

"l can handle the truth. How doeshe do it?"

"Pretty much the same way Johnny Carson did when he pulled his Karnak the Magnificent shtick."
"But hewas reading off cue cards.”

"Exactly. Andin effect, soislfasen.”

Gia shook her head, baffled. "I don't get it. We sedled those envel opes. We heard him give the answer,
we watched him open the envelope and read the question.”

"Things aren't dways as they appear.”

"l know that only | knew what was written on my card.”
"Not after his brother Kehinde did hiswork."
"Kehinde? But he just—"

"Appearsto be agofer? That'swhat you're supposed to think. But Kehinde is key. Ifasen put on the
show, but he couldn't have doneit without his brother's help. The method is called ‘one ahead.’ If you
remember, right after Kehinde collected the sealed envel opes he took the bowl around to the rear of the
podium and made a show of covering it with the cloth. That's the key moment. Because while you think
he'sfiddling with the cloth, he'sredlly ditting open one of the envel opes and removing its card—or billet
asthe psychicsliketo call them. He was dso tossing in amarked envel ope containing ablank card.”

“Why?

"Think about it. When Ifasen—and by the way, if that's hisred name, mineis Richard Nixon—when he
removes the white cloth on the bowl, he looks down and reads the question on the card Kehinde opened
for him. Then he picks up one of the sedled envelopes and raises it above his head. But he doesn't
answer the question in the raised envelope; he answers the question on the card in the bowl."

"l getit!" Giasad, feding aburst of pleasure asdl the piecesfdl into place. "After he answersthe
guestion in the bowl, he tears open the envel ope and pretends to read the question he just answered, but
actualy he's seeing the next question.”

"Exactly. And for the rest of the show, he Stays one envel ope ahead—which is how the method got its
name"



"And the blank card in the extramarked envelope is so Ifasen won't wind up one short.” She shook her
head. "It'sso smple.”

"The best tricks are.”
Giacouldn't hide her chagrin a being so easily fooled. "Am | so gullible?!

"Don't fed bad. Y ou've got plenty of company. Millions, I'll bet. That trick's been conning people since
the eighteen hundreds. Probably started as a sideshow mentdist gag, then the spiritualists picked it up
and they've been milking it ever ance.”

"So Ifasen'safake psychic.”

"That's redundant.”

"How do you know so much about it?'

Jack shrugged, but didn't look her way. ™Y ou pick things up here and there.”
"Y ou told me earlier you once hel ped a psychic. One of your customers?!
"No. | worked for one, as a helper, playing the gofer like Kehinde, plus doing behind-the-scenes stuff.”
"No!" Shed never imagined. "When?"'

"Long time ago, when | firs cameto thecity.”

"You never told me."

"Not necessarily something I'm proud of."

Gialaughed. "Jack, | can't blievethis. After dl thethingsyou've done..."

She saw him glance at her, then train his eyes back on the traffic again. He said nothing, but that look said
itdl: You don't know all the things I've done. Not even close.

How true. And Giapreferred it that way. The Jack she saw on almost adaily basis was even tempered
and good-natured, gentle and considerate in bed, and treated Vicky like his own daughter. But she knew
he had another side. Sheld seen it only once. That had been when—

Had it been dmost ayear dready? Yes. It was last August when that filthy creature abducted Vicky. She
still remembered Jack's face when he heard about it, how it had changed, how he'd bared his teeth, how
his normally mild brown eyes had become flat and hard. She'd looked then into the cold harsh face of
murder, aface she never wanted to see again.

Kusum Bahkti, the man Jack had gone after that night... he disappeared from the face of the earth, asif
he'd never been.

Jack killed him. Giaknew that and, God help her, shed been glad. She was il glad. Anyone who
wanted to harm her little girl deserved to die.

Kusum wasn't the only man Jack had killed. Giaknew of one other for sure: the mass murderer held
stopped in mid-daughter on asubway car back in June. For awhile the mystery "Savior" had been al the
mediatalked about, but the furor had pretty much died down now.



Giawas sure there had been others. She didn't know thisfor afact, but it was a reasonable conclusion.
After dl, Jack made hisliving fixing Situations for people who'd run out of aboveground options. When
that happened, some of them went underground in search of asolution. A few of those wound up with

Jack.

So Jack's clientdle—he inssted on calling them customersinstead of clients—was hardly the cream of
society. And to solve their problems he sometimes had to mix it up with some abominable lowlifes,
people ready to kill to prevent Jack from doing hisjob. Since Jack was il dive, she had to assume that
some of those others were not.

None of these were happy thoughts, and Gia preferred to tuck them out of Sight where she didn't haveto
deal with them. Sheloved Jack, but hated what he did. When she'd stepped off the bus from lowato
pursue her dream of being an artist, she'd never known aman like Jack could exigt, let donethat shed
wind up with him. She was a tax-paying, law-abiding citizen; he was not.

Sheld findly forced hersdf to face the truth: sheloved acrimind. He wasn't on the FBI's Ten Most
Wanted ligt, or on anyone eseswanted lit, for that matter—because none of the list makers knew he
even existed—hbut he definitdly lived outsde the law. She couldn't imagine how many laws held broken
and continued to break every day.

But strangely he was the most mora man—her father aside—that shed ever met. Hewaslike an
elementd force. She knew hewould never bregk faith with her, never leave her in the lurch, never dlow
her to come to harm. She knew that if it ever came downto it, hed give hislifefor her. Shefelt safe with
Jack, asif surrounded by an impenetrable shield.

No one else could give her that feding. Last year at thistime, they'd been split. Jack had told her when
they first met that he was a" security consultant.” When Giahad learned how he really made hisliving,
sheld walked out. She'd dated other men during the hiatus, but they all seemed so insubstantia after Jack.
Likewraiths,

And then, despite dl the hurt and invective she'd hegped on him, when she and Vicky had needed him
most, he'd been there.

"I mean,” she said, rephrasing, "with dl the scamsyou've pulled through the years—"

"Scamming ascammer is different. The fish these psychics hook don't know any better. | think people
should get something red for their money, not just smoke and mirrors.”

"Maybe smoke and mirrorsiswhat they'relooking for. Everybody's got to believe in something. And
after dl, itstheir money."

Jack glanced a her. "Am | hearing right? Isthisthe Gial know?"

"Serioudy, Jack, where's the harm? Probably better than throwing it away at Foxwoods or Atlantic City.
At least they can get some comfort out of it."

"Y ou can lose the ranch in acasino and, trust me, you can lose just as much to apsychic. Thebitch |
worked for..." He shook his head. " Bitch isnot aterm | uselightly. It took me awhileto redizewhat a
foul, vindictive, small person shewas, and when | did—"

"Did she chest you?'

"Not me. | was aready disillusoned with her and her crummy little game, but the icing came when she
scammed somelittle old lady into Signing over avauable piece of property to her; convinced her it was



what her dead husband wanted her to do."
"Oh, no." Theimagetwisted insde Gia
"That waswhen | walked."

"But they'renot dl likethat."

"The open onesare.”
llom.l?l

"There'stwo kinds of mediums. The closed mediumsredly believein the spirit world and what they're
doing; they've bought the whole package. Asarulethey limit themsavesto readings—tarot cards, pams,
tealeaves, that sort of thing. They don't put on a show. Open mediums, on the other hand, are all show.
They're con men who know it's a scam, who trade background information on their suckers, and are
awayslooking for bigger and better ways to hoodwink them. They knowingly sdll lies. They promisea
peek into the afterlife, but they use specia effects like ectoplasm and voices and spirit writing to fool
peopleinto believing they've ddlivered.”

"But Jack, I'll bet afair number of people derive some comfort from them. Look at you tonight. If you
didn't know what you do, and let's say you maybe half-bdlieved, wouldn't you have found comfort in that
message from Kate?'

"Sure. But herés my point: it wasn't from Kate. It wasfrom Ifasen. Hetold alie. If I'd cometo him asa
private client, dl 1 would have got for my money wasalie."

"And peace of mind which, inaway, ispricdess”
"Evenif it'sbuilt onalie?'

Gianodded. "If aplacebo cures your headache, you'rerid of your pain, aren't you?' Jack sighed. "l
suppose s0." He shook his head. "The redlly sad thing about so many of these open psychicsisthat
they'retruly talented. They possess amazing insght into people, an ingtinct for reading body language and
picking up on every nuance of speech and dress. They know people. They could be ace psychologists.
They could make agrest living in the straight world—you know, doing well while doing good. But they'd
rather stay on the fringe, playing their games.”

"Hmmm," Giasaid. "Sounds like someone | know but | can't quite place the name. | think it beginswith a
J.."

"Very funny. Except | don't play games. | deliver. And if | dont, it'snot for lack of trying." He shot her a
rueful smile. "But you know, | do believe old Ifasen did something for metonight. | know hejust rattled
off astock message from the 'Other Side," but to tell the truth, he happened to hit on exactly what Kate
would have said."

"Y ou mean about getting on with your life?!
"Yeeh"

"How many times have | told you that Kate wouldn't want you to spend the rest of your life moping
around? And when wasthe last time | mentioned that very thing? How many hours ago? Two? Three

maybe?'



He grinned sheepishly. ™Y eah, | know. But sometimesyou have to hear it from a stranger. Anyway, |
think it'stimefor meto get back in the saddle again. I've got a couple of cdlsin my voice mail right now.
I'll check them out tomorrow, and if one of them isright for me, I'll be back to work.”

"That'swonderful "
What am | saying? Giathought.

She hated Jack'swork. It was usualy dangerous. Every time he hired onto "fix" adtuation, he ran the
risk of being hurt. But worse, because the police were as much athreat as any hoodlum he took on, he
couldn't count on them for help if he got in over his head. When Jack went off to work, he went alone.

How many times had she pleaded with him to find something less dangerous to do? Hed compromised
by promising to restrict hisfix-it work to Situations he could repair at arm's length, where he didn't have
to show hisface or get persondly involved. Gia bdieved he tried his best to keep that promise, but too
often thejobs didn't go as planned.

But hisinterest in returning to work meant he was pulling out of hisfunk. That, a least, was good.

"Maybe you should go back for aprivate sesson,” she said. "Maybe hell tell you to get into asafer line
of work. And maybe you'l listen when he tells you. Heaven knows you don't listen when | do.”

" think we should stay away from Ifasen, but not for that reason.”
"Meaning?'

"| think he'sgot trouble.”

"Y ou mean because he yelled 'bomb'?!

"That... and other things."

"Likewhat?'

"A patched bullet hole in hisfront window, for instance.”
"Youresure?'

He nodded. "1t could have been there when he bought the house, but he's obvioudly renovated the place,
90... someonesgiving him ahard time.”

"But who—?"'

"Other psychics. The lady—I use the term loosaly—that | once worked for used to go berserk when she
lost agitter to another psychic. She called herself Madame Ouskaya but her real name was Bertha
Cantore. | used to think she'd seen The Wolfman too many times and ripped off the name of that old
actress Maria Ouspenskaya who played the gypsy, but that was giving her too much credit. | can't
imagine her ever Stting though the credits of amovie. Finaly one night, when sheld had afew too many
gins and was sailing afew too many sheetsto the wind, shetold me that sheld cadged it off an ancient
Russian neighbor who'd died when Bertha was ten. But you know how they talk about aleopard never
changing its spots? That was Bertha. She may have caled hersalf Ouskaya, but that didn't hide her true
nature. Her father was Sicilian and she had a hitman's temper. She'd send me out to dash tires and break
windows and—"

"Did you?'



Jack didn't ook at her. "Mogt of thetime just told her | did, but sometimes... sometimes, yesh, | did.”
"Jack..." She couldn't keep the dismay out of her voice.

"Hey, | was hungry, stupid, and alot younger. | thought what was bad for her was bad for me. | hadn't
figured out yet that she was bad for me. Hdll, if she knew how to make bombs, she'd probably've
wanted meto plant them, or wireignitionsto blow the competition away." He shook his head. "What a
nutcese."

"Could she bethe one Ifasen's afraid of 7'

"Nah. Couple of yearsago | heard that she'd, asthey say in the trade, migrated to the Other Side." A
quick glance Giasway, embarrassment in hiseyes. "Let's not talk about her, okay? Makes my teeth hurt
just to think about her."

Giaknew getting off the topic of this Madame Ouskayawould probably turn the conversation to her
question to Ifasen. She cast about for a diversion and spotted the pamphlet Jack had brought from the
psychic's house. She snatched it up.

""The Mendaus Manor Restoration Foundation.' What's this?"

"Sounds like a scam. Take donationsto renovate the house you're living and working in. A win-win
proposition for Ifasenif | ever heard one.”

"Isdl thistrue?' Giasaid, gathering flashes of the house's history of mayhem by the light of street lamps
they passed.

"I never got achanceto get intoit. What'sit say?"

She turned on the console lamp and held the brochure under the glow. "1t saysthe place wasbuilt in
1952 by Kastor Mendlaus. He died of cancer, and was the last owner to ‘pass on to the Other Side' due
to naturd causes.”

Jack grinned. "This soundslike it's gonnabe good! "

"His son Dmitri, who inherited the house, committed suicide in the early nineties. The next owners, a
Doctor Singh and hiswife, had the place for afew years, did some renovations, and then someone cut
their throats while they were degping.” Shelooked up at Jack. "Thisisawful! | hopeit'sfiction."

"Read on."

Giawas liking thisless and less. "The previous owners, the ones before Ifasen, were Herbert Lom and
hiswife—"

"Not the actor—the guy who played in the Hammer Phantom of the Opera?”

"It doesn't say. He and hiswife Sara disappeared after—oh, God." Something about amutilated child.
Her stomach turned and she closed the brochure.

"After what?'
"Never mind. Jack, thisissick! It'slikethe placeis cursed. He has to be making this stuff up.”

Jack was shaking his head. "Doulbt it. Too easy to get caught. My guessis he's taken afew facts and
embdlished them to within an inch of ther collectivelives. Read on."



"I'd rather not."
"Just skip to some part that's not gory.”

Reluctantly she reopened the brochure and skipped down a paragraph from where shed left off. "Ifasen
quotes himself here: 'l chose Menelaus Manor because the violent deaths have left behind strong psychic
vibrations. The souls of those who died here do not rest easy, and their ongoing presence weskensthe
divide between our world and the Other Side, making Menelaus Manor the perfect site for the church |
will establish here™ Gialooked at Jack. "Church?'

Jack smiled. "The ultimate scam. Tax-free heaven, and completely legd. Like minting money. How do
you think the Scientol ogists can afford to sue anyone who says a discouraging word about their racket?”

"He says here donationswill go toward 'putting the Manor a peace with thisworld and in harmony with
the next.' What does that mean?”

"It means renovationswill probably go on forever. Or at least until Ifasen crosses over to the Other Side
himsdf."

"Careful, Jack," shetold him. "Keep talking like that and I'll start suspecting youreacynic.”
llMe?l
Jack pulled into Sutton Square and stopped before Gias door. He pulled her close and kissed her.

"Thanksfor dragging me out tonight. Earthquiakes and psychicsin cursed manors... you sure know how
to show aguy agood time."

Shereturned thekiss. "Anytime. And tomorrow night I'll show you an even better time.”
"Hot-cha!"

Laughing, they got out of the car. Jack put an arm around her shoulders; he started to walk her the short
distance to her door, but stopped halfway there.

"Hey. Wait asec. Y ou never told me your question. What wasit?"

"It was nothing. Just some silliness| was playing around with. Don't—"

"Who loves silly morethan me? Tdl, Gia. | won't go home until you do.”

"All right." She could see no way out of it. "I asked, 'How many children will | have?"

"And hetold you two." Jack grinned. "1 wish | believed in this stuff. That would mean I'd be the father of
number two. At least | assumel'd be."

"Hesad it with such assurance.”

"That's because he's a pro. And because he figured it was a safe number. Consider it from hisangle: Y ou
look younger than your years, Ifasen figures you've got one child, maybe two. So evenif you have no
kids, if he answerstwo or three, he's golden. Three would be the safer number, but I've got afedling this
guy likesto play closeto the edge. He took a chance and said two."

"But if | never have another child, hell be proven wrong."



"By the time you know that for sure, you'll have forgotten about Ifasen. Or he can deny that'swhat he
said. He can't lose. So don't waste brain time thinking about it."

But that wasn't S0 easy for Gia. She remembered feding alittle queasy thismorning. But she couldn't be
pregnant. She was on the pill, and she was faithful about taking it every morning. ..

Except back in June when she and Vicky had flown out to lowato vist the family. Sheld forgotten to
pack her pills. Unusua for her because she never forgot her pills. But it hadn't mattered because Jack
wasn't with her. And as soon as she returned she'd immediately started back on them.

But right after she returned she and Jack had...

Giafelt atwinge of nausea. She could think of worse things that could happen, but she didn't want this,
not now...

It wasn't possible...

Maybe not. But firgt thing tomorrow, as soon as Vicky was on that bus to camp, shewas picking up a
home pregnancy test kit.

IN THE IN-BETWEEN

For along time it was not. But now it is.
For along timeit was not aware. But now it is.

Barely aware. It does not know what or who it isor was. But it knows that at some time past it
existed, and then that existence was ended. But now it exists again.

Why?

It does not know whereit is. It reaches out asfar as it can and vaguely senses other presences,
some like itself, and many, many more unlike it, but can identify none of them.

The disorientation makes it afraid, but another emotion pushes through the fear: rage. It does not
know the sour ce of the rage but clings to the feeling. Acceptance makes the rage grow. It nestles
in the rage and waits for a direction in which to unleashiit...

IN THE WEE HOURS

Lyle awoke shivering.

What was wrong with that damn air conditioner? It was barely cooling the room when held gone to bed,
now it was freezing him out. He opened his eyes. His firg-floor bedroom faced the street, so he kept the
blinds pulled at night; the light seeping between the dats now was the yellow glow of the street lamps, not
the pale gray of dawn. He blinked the glowing clock display into focus: 2:32.

He groaned softly. He couldn't find the energy to get up, so he pulled his sheet closer around his neck
and tried to fal back into deep. But thoughts of fires and attempts on hislifewouldn't dlow it.

Someone wanted him dead. ..



That had kept him up for awhile. After afew more beersto take the edge off, held hit the rack; but deep
had played coy while helay awvake herein the dark listening for any unusua noises. Finally hed drifted
off.

Theroom grew colder ill, its chill seeping through the sheet to wrap himin anicy embrace. He kicked
hisleg out over the edge of the bed. Damn it al, he'd have to get up and—

Wait. The air conditioner wasn't running. No mistake about that. This old place didn't have centrd air so
held had to buy window units, and they were anything but quiet.

Lylefroze. Not from the cold but from another sensation: he was not alonein theroom. He could fed a
presence somewhere in the darkness at the end of the bed.

"Chalie?"

No response from the shadows, no rustle of clothing, no whisper of breathing, but the stiff hairson his
arms and the tight skin along the back of his neck told him that someone else was here. He knew it
wasn't his brother—Charlie would never play with his head like this—but he had to ask again.

"Charlie, damnit, isthat you?' He heard atremor in hisvoice, in sync with his quivering heart.

Asthe cold became more intense, Lyle did back against the headboard. He wormed his hand between
the mattress and box spring and came up with the carving knife held placed there earlier. With itshandle
in aswesty death grip, he fumbled hisfree hand toward the bedside lamp, and clicked it on.

Nothing happened. He clicked once, twice, hdf adozen times more. Still no light. What was going on? It
had worked just fine afew hours ago. Was the power out?

No. The clock display was ill—
Then the clock blacked out, just for asecond, asif adark shape had passed in front of it.

Lyle's heart was pounding madly now. He sensed whoever it was coming closer, moving toward him
around the side of the bed.

"I've got aknife, damn it!" Hishoarse, dry voice cracked in the middle. " Stay back!"
But whoever it was moved relentlesdy forward until he hovered over Lyle, leaning closer...
"Fuck you!" Lyle screamed and rammed the knife straight aheed.

Whatever the blade diced into, it wasn't clothing or flesh; more like powdery snow, and cold—Lyle had
never felt such cold. He drew back his hand and tried to drop the knife but his numb fingers wouldn't

respond.

And then the lamp came on. Lyle jumped, gasped, and thrust out the knife again—to attack, defend, he
didn't know, the blade seemed to move of its own will—but he saw no one.

Gone! But that couldn't be. And the cold—gone too, leaving cloying, humid air in itswake. He looked a
the knife and cried out when he saw the thick red fluid oozing down the blade. He hurled it to thefloor...
and saw what elselay there.

"Chalid"
Oh God oh Chrigt it was Charlie on his back, legs and arms splayed, his chest abloody ruin, and his



glazed eyes saring at Lylein shocked surprise.

Lylefdt asif hisbones had dissolved. He did off the bed and crumpled to his knees beside his dead
brother.

"Charlie, Charlie," he mumbled through a sob as he bent over him. "Why'd you do it? Why'd you do
something so stupid! Y ou knew—"

llLylel?l
Charlies voice. Lyle snapped upright.
"Lyle, what do you want?'

Behind him. He turned and there, across the room, in the doorway on the far sde of the bed, stood
Charlie. Lyle opened his mouth but couldn't speak. It couldn't be. It...

He turned back to the floor and found it empty except for the knife. No Charlie, no blood on the rug or
the blade.

Aml loangit?
"What's going on, man?' Charliesaid, yawning. "Why you calin' me this hour?'
Lylelooked a him again. "Charlie, I..." His voice choked off.

"Hey, you dl right?' Charlie said, his expression concerned instead of annoyed as he stepped forward.
"You look bugt, bro."

Findly he could speak. "I just had the worst nightmare of my life. It seemed so red and yet... it couldn't
have been."

"What happened?| mean, what it about?"
"Someone here, in the room, coming for me..." He decided not to tell Charlie how the dream had ended.
Charlie nodded. "Wdll, no mystery where that come from, yo."

Right. No stretch to interpret this dream, but Lyle couldn't shake its remnants... the cold... and the
presence.

"But | was S0 sure someone was here." He pointed at the knife on thefloor. "I even tried to cut him."

Charlie's eyes widened as they fixed on the blade. "Sweet Lord, | can see | better start locking my door
at night case you start deepwalking.”

He grinned to show he was only kidding. Lyletried to return the smile, and hoped it didn't look assick as
hefdt. If Charlieonly knew...

Lyle picked up the knife and turned it over and back, shuddering at the memory of the blood held seen
coating it. He examined hisworn reflection in the surface of the blade, as pristine aswhen held taken it
from the cutlery drawer earlier tonight.

Okay, so he hadn't stabbed Charlie. Thank God for that. But against all reason he couldn't shake the
feding that someone else had been here in this room tonight.



Maybe he should go out and find himsdlf agun.
IN THE IN-BETWEEN

It still does not know who or what or where it is, but memory fragments flash like meteorites
through its consciousness, frightening glimpses of sharp objects and gushing red liquid. It must
leave here, must get out, OUT!

SATURDAY

1

"I'll befing, Mom," Vicky said as Giagave her onelast great big hug before releasing her to the
camp-bound bus. "Y ou're just having separation anxiety."

Giahad to laugh as she pushed her daughter back to arm'slength. "I'm having what ?*
"Separation anxiety. | read about it in the camp brochure.”

"But you're supposed to haveit, not me."

"I am. I'm worried you're going to cry when | leave.”

"l won't. | promise.”

Another kiss and along hug—how sheloved thislittle eight-year-old who sometimes acted forty—and
then Gia backed up to stand with the other parents.

No tears, shetold herself as she watched Vicky step up into the maw of theidling bus. It will only upset
her.

She and Vicky had cabbed down to the pick-up spot by the UN Plaza, with Vicky doing most of the
talking. A good thing, because Giawasn't fegling so hot this morning. Her somach felt queasy. Nerves
because Vicky wasleaving her, or something el se?

Nerves, shed told hersalf. Hasto be.

Whatever the cause, the bumpy cab ride hadn't hel ped matters. Sheld been very happy to listen to Vicky
rattle on about how she couldn't wait to work with clay on the lathe at art camp this year, because she'd
been too young last time.

Giakept her emotions pretty well in hand until Vicky took a seat by awindow and waved to her. Gia
saw the dark hair sheld braided into a French twist thismorning, saw that big smile and those sparkling
blue eyes, and dmost lost it. But she gamely forced atremulous smile and blinked to keep the tears at

bay.

What kind of amother am 1”? She's only eight and I'm sending her off to stay with strangersfor aweek. |
must be crazy!

But Vicky so loved art camp. Sheld tried it for afew dayslast year and thistime pleaded to stay for a
week. Giaknew she had talent and wanted to give her every opportunity to nurtureit.

But awhole week away in the Catskills... that wasforever.

The door closed, the engine gunned, and the bus moved off. Giawaved till it was out of sght, then



alowed hersdf the luxury of afew tears and sniffles. Shelooked around and noticed she wasn't the only
onewith moigt eyes on this sultry summer morning.

She decided to walk back. It wasn't far and the exercise would do her good.
Besides... she had astop to make along the way.

Half an hour later Giastood at the antique white porcelain sink in the upstairs bathroom and stared at her
third pregnancy test in fifteen minutes.

Negative. Just like the other two.

But she felt pregnant. That was why she'd stopped and picked up three different brands of home test
kits, just to be sure.

They dl told her the same thing, but that didn't change how shefdit.

The phonerang. Thoughts of abus accident, Vicky hurt, flashed through her mind and she snatched it up.
"Gia" sad afamiliar woman'svoice. "lt'sme, Junie!" She sounded excited, al but burbling.

"Oh, hi. Did you find—?"

"That'swhy I'm caling! When | got inlast night | went straight to the big blue vase by the door and
turned it upside down. Want to guess what dropped out?'

"Dont tell me—your braceet?'

"Yed" Shelaughed. "Right where Ifasen said it would be! | couldn't believeit! | hardly go near that vase.
| don't know how it got in there but | was so happy | cried. Isn't he just so amazing?"

Giadidn't respond, thinking about what Jack had said last night, how held explained Ifasen’s
billet-reading trick. All fine and good, but how could he explain this? Giawouldn't buy that it was an
educated guess like when Ifasen told her sheld have. ..

Oh, God! Hed said sheld have two children... and here she was, fedling pregnant.
"Hey, Gig" Juniesad. "Y ou il there?!

"What? Oh, yes. Still here. I'm just wondering how this can be possible. How could he have known
something like that?"

"Hedidn't. The spiritsdid. They told him, and then he passed it on to me. Pretty smple, don'tcha think?!

"Hmmm," Giasaid. Shefdt acrawly sensation in her somach that had nothing to do with morning
gckness. "Right. Smple”

She ended the call as quickly as possible without being rude, then wandered to afront window and
stared out. Her eyesfixed on the townhouses across the square from hers without really seeing them.

Maybe that was dl thiswas... the power of suggestion. She'd screwed up her pills, apsychic said shelll
have two children, and then her subconscious went to work, making her fed pregnant.

The tests—three of them, no less—said otherwise.

But home kitsweren't adl that accurate in the very early stages of a pregnancy. The labels did warn about



fdse negatives.
A blood test... that was supposed to be extremely accurate, positive within days of conception.

She found her Daytimer and looked up her gynecologist's number. No way Giaexpected Dr. Eagleton to
see her on a Saturday, but no reason she couldn't order the test for her, maybe at someplace like Beth
Israel, and Giacould run up there, have her blood drawn, and wait for the results.

Y es, she thought, punching in the number. Let's get this settled once and for dll.

Asmuch as Gialoved Jack, she did not want to be pregnant.

2

Lyle awoke hot and swesaty. He could hear the air conditioner in the window running like a bandit, yet the
room fet like asteam bath. Damn thing was only amonth old. Couldn't be going south aready.

He opened his eyes and lifted his head. Someone had pulled up the blinds and opened al his bedroom
windows.

Lylerolled out of bed. What was going on here? Had Charlie done this?

He had no intention of cooling the rest of Astoria so he dammed his windows shut and stalked down the
hall to the rear bedroom. He barged in and found Charlie sprawled on his sheets, both windows wide
open, and his AC going full blast.

"Damn it, Charlie, what are you up to?'

Charlielifted hishead and blinked at him. "Whassup, bro?'

"Thewindows, for one thing! What's with opening the windows? It's gonna be ninety today."
"Didn't open no windows."

"Yeah? Wdl thenwho did?lce- T?'

He dammed them closed, then stepped back into the hall. He was headed for hisroom when hefdt a
warm breeze flowing up the stairwell. He ran downstairs and found al the waiting room windows and the
front door wide open.

"Charliel" he shouted. "Charlie get down herel”
When Charlie sumbled in he gaped at the open windows and door. "Dawg, what you doing?"

"Me?| locked that door last night mysdf, chainlock and dl. | didn't get up and open it. And sincethere's
only two peoplein this house, thet leavesyou."

He shut and relocked the door as he was speaking.
"Don't look a me, yo," Charlie said, closing the windows. "I been racked out.”

Lyle stared at his brother. Charlie used to be adef joker who could spin out aline like no one else. But
ever gnce heldd been born again, he told the truth—about everything, eveniif it hurt.

"Thenwho...? Shit! Someonegot in!"



Lyleraced to the channdling room. If they'd wrecked the equipment. ..

But no, the room looked fine. No obvious damage. A quick survey by Charlie and him revealed it to be
just asthey'd left it. Except for the windows. During the remodeing held painted the panes black and
draped them with heavy curtainsto block thetiniest ray of light. Now the drapes were pulled back and
the windows thrown open, alowing sunlight to flood the room. 1t changed the look entirely, making dl his
carefully arranged mystical toucheslook. .. tacky.

Relieved that nothing had been damaged, Lyle closed the windows, pulled the drapes, and headed back
toward the kitchen.

"Were running late, Charlie. Weve got anoon sitting, so—"

Lyle amosgt tripped when he came back through the waiting room: the windows and the front door were
open again.

Charlie sumbled to astop behind him. "Wheat in the name of the Lord—"
"The Lord'sgot nothing to do with this, Charlie. They're still herel”

Lyle darted into the kitchen—where the windows and back door al stood open—and grabbed two
knives. He handed oneto his brother.

"All right. We know he's not down here. So you plant yoursdlf by the stairs to make sure no one snesks
down, while | sweep updairs.”

Lylesheart was dready running in high gear as he took the steps up two a atime; it further picked up its
tempo as he moved down the hdl, knife held before him. HEd grown up in atough neighborhood, but
he'd stayed away from the crazies, the crackheads, and the bangers. He'd had fights along the way,
mostly shoving matches, onethat got hisface cut when someone pulled aboxcutter, but that wasit. So
he wasn't exactly practiced in knife fighting. He didn't even know if he could stab somebody, but he was
mad enough now to find out.

He checked the hall closet—empty. Moved on to hisbedroom. Shit! The windows were open again.
How the hell? But the screens weren't pushed out so no one had gone out that way. He checked his
clost, then closed the windows.

Same with Charli€s room: open windows, empty closet. Who was opening these things? After closing
them he moved to their sitting room—actualy a converted bedroom; what had been the living room and
dining room downgtairs was now the Channeling Room.

All clear here.

Downgtairs he rechecked the kitchen and pantry, going so far asto look behind and under the sofaiin the
waiting room.

"Okay. Both floors clear. That leavesthe cdllar.”

First he and Charlielocked up, front and back, then stood in the center hall before the cellar door.
"If he's4till in the house, that's where helll be”

Charlie shook hishead. "The paper towels ill there, yo."

Right, Lyle thought. To keep the stink in the cellar. Forgot about that.



“Well look anyway."

He pressed his hand ever his nose and mouth as he pulled open the door. He started down the stairs and
risked asniff haf way down. No stench, just the typical musty basement odor.

"It'sokay," hetold Charlie, close behind him. "The gtink's gone.”

Searching the basement was a snap: no closets, no heavy furniture, nobody hiding. The crack was il
there, though, big asever.

Relieved, Lylelet out along, dow breath. WWhoever had been in the house was gone.

But when they got back up to the main floor, Lylefelt awarm, humid breeze. Uneasy, he approached the
waiting room.

Someone had opened the windows again.
"How're they doing this, Charlie? Did they rig our house while we were degping?

Charlie was the mechanic haf of their partnership. He made the otherworldly illusions happen. He hadn't
done wdl in school—more for lack of interest than lack of ability—but he knew how thingsworked. He
could break down any piece of machinery and put it back together. If anyone could explain this, it would
be Charlie.

"Don't see nathan," Charlie said as he ingpected one of the windows. "Eveniif | did, you know what it
take to whip up this sortarig overnight? Gotta have awhole crew with drills and pry bars and hammers.”

"Okay, then maybe they did it some day when we were out for awhile."

"Still don't see nothin' gonna open no window. | mean, it gotta be pushed or pulled, and ain't nothing here
gonnado that."

"Take the windows gpart if you have to. There's got to be some sort of servomechanism in therethat's
doingit."

He wasn't quite sure what a servomechanism was, but it sounded good.
"Maybe we got oursdfs ademon.”

"Not funny, Charlie

"Ain't kidding, bro. Nothin' in or on thiswindow to make it move."

"Got to be. We both know that the only demons and ghostsin thisworld are the ones manufactured by
the likes of you and me. Someone'strying to gadight us, Charlie. Scare us off. Only we don't scare,
right?'

Before Charlie could answer, Lyle heard the click of the front door latch, the door he'd locked just
minutes ago. With his mouth going as dry aslegther, he watched it swing open with asoft, high-pitched
creek.

Lyle legped through the opening onto the front porch. No one. Empty. Heturned in aquick circle,
looking for someone, something, anything to explain this. He stopped when he saw the plants.

"Charlie, comehere"



Charlie had been inspecting the front door. He straightened and stepped up beside Lyle. "'l can't find
no—dear Lord!"

All the foundation plantings—the rhodos, azaleas, and andromedas—were dead. Lyle hadn't noticed
anything wrong with them last night, but now they weren't smply wilted, they were brown and dried up
asif they'd been dead for amonth or more... asif something had sucked the juice of life out of them.

"Someone must've sprayed them with weed killer.”
"When thisgonnastop, Lyle?"
He heard the fear in his brother's voice and laid areassuring hand on his shoulder.

"Well bedl right, Charlie. Things have never come easy for us, and | guessthisis no exception. But we
always come through, don't we. Somehow the Kenton brothers always manage to come through. We
stick together and welll be okay, Charlie.”

Charlie smiled at him and held out hishand for alow five. Lyle gave him adap.
But when he turned back to the yard he felt a degp rage begin to bubble through his blood.

Whoever you are, he thought, you go ahead and try whatever you can against me, but don't you hurt or
frighten my little brother. Y ou do and I'll hunt you down and sguash you like the bug you are.

He stared at the dead plants. The sitters for the first session would be arriving in less than an hour and the
place looked like hell. No time to spruce it up.

Shit. HEd hardly expected to be welcomed with open arms by thelocal competition when he moved
here from Dearborn, but he never anticipated anything like this. Someone was using every dirty trick
under the moon to run them out.

Wéll, they weren't budging. Do your damnedest, whoever you are. The Kenton boys are here to stay.
3

"You didn't fed athing?' Jack said.

Abe shook hishead. "Not even awiggle. Some earthquake. A quakeleh, you should cdl it."

Abe Grossman, dressed as always in a half-d eeve white shirt and crumb-speckled black pants, sat
perched on his stoal, legs akimbo, one hand resting on hisample belly while the other guided alarge
piece of crumb cakeinto his mouth.

Jack leaned on the customer side of the scarred counter at the rear of Abe's store, the Isher Sports
Shop. The morning papers lay scattered between them. It had become an irregular tradition of sorts, now
and then during the week, but dmost dways on Saturday and Sunday mornings. Abe bought the papers,
Jack brought breakfast.

Jack ran hisfinger down acolumn of type on page three of the Post and stopped when he found what he
wanted.

"Says here the epicenter waslocated in Astoria. How about that? Giaand | were at ground zero.”

"Ground lessthan zero, maybe," Abe said with adismissive shrug. "No fires, no injuries, no tumel . Thisis
aquake?'



"They clocked it at two-point-five Richter—about the same asthe one that hit the East Eighty-fifth Street
areain early '01."

"Another nonevent, as| remember.” He pointed to the crumb cake. "Y ou're not having?'
"I, uh, brought something different.”

Jack pulled a sausage McMuffin from the sack; his mouth watered as he unwrapped it. He waited for the
reaction. Took about two nanoseconds.

"What's this? Meat? Juicy meat for you and for your old friend Abe a fat-free coffee cake?!
"Y ou don't need the mest. | do."

"Sayswho?'

"I do. And | thought you weretrying to lower your cholesterol.”

"You're trying to lower my cholesterol."

True enough, Jack admitted. But only because the guy was riding the heart attack express, and Jack
wanted him around for alot more years—as many as possible.

"And evenif | was," Abesaid, "l should get a second-class breakfast on a Saturday morning?' He stuck
out ahand. "Give. Just abisdl. A bisdeh.”

"Once you get into shape, I'll go out and buy you awhole—"

"What?' He patted hisbelly. "A sphereisnot ashape?’

"Okay then, how about | buy you a sausage McM uffin when you can touch your toes?”
"If God wanted us to touch our toes held have put them on our knees.”

There was no reasoning with this man. "Forget exercise. Forget cholesterol. | get the sausage because |
have a specia need.”

"And that would be?'

"Last night we went to a party. But before the party we went out to eat, so to speek, at Zen Paate.”
Abe made aface. "Nebachl Where they servetofu in the shape of aturkey?”

"l don't remember seeing that.”

"Stop by on Thanksgiving. Giasidea, | assume.”

"Y egh, well, she's off meat, you know."

"Sill?!

"Yeah, and shewanted to try it."

"Nu?What kind of tofu did you have?'

"Fried."



"Fried isbedt. At least you're sureit's dead.”
"Even worse: they don't serve acohol. Had to pop out to the deli on the corner to get some beer.”
"Should have grabbed a pastrami on rye while you were there.”

Jack remembered the dirty looks he'd gotten from the couple at the next table when held popped the top
on aforty of Schlitz. Imagineif held unwrapped a pastrami, or acheesesteak. The horror.

"Tell me abouit it. I've been obsessing on mest ever since. So when | passed McDonad's thismorning |
couldnt ress.”

"Inthat case | won't ingst on ashare. Eat. Y ou deserveit after suffering through Zen Pdate.”

Jack wolfed down the sandwich without looking a Abe. Out of consideration he should have finished it
before stepping through the door. Next time...

"Look at this" he said around amouthful as hetried to move the conversation away from food. "A mgor
fault runsright up the Eagt River."

"S0? There are anumber of mgjor faults on the local school board.”

"No, serioudy." Jack traced the fault line with hisfingertip. " Says hereit's caled Cameron'sLine.
Supposedly it'swhere the continental plate of Africabumped the North American plate.”

"Nobody tells me anything. When did this happen?'

"About 320 million years ago. Y ou were just akid then. Saysthe fault line runs from Staten Idand up into
Connecticut and Massachusetts. But look here." He angled the page so Abe could see. "It makesa
detour from the East River right through the heart of Agtoria, then loops back to theriver." Wonder filled
him. "I'll be damned. That psychic's house sitsright atop Cameron'sLine."

"Psychic'shouse?' Abe sad. "Y ou're not—"
"Not achance," Jack sad. "It was alark of sorts.”
He recounted Junie Moon's quest for her lost bracelet.

Abe shook his head. "The dumbing of America: government-accredited schools of astrology, school
boards deciding to teach creationism in science, classes people paying hundreds of dollarsfor vids of
water because someone labeled it 'Vitamin O,' the return of homeopathic cures—most of which are no
more than Vitamin O—magic crysas, feng shui... Oy Jack, I'mlosing hope.”

"Well, you were never exactly Little Mary Sunshine to begin with.”

Abe had been predicting—and was well prepared for—a civil and economic holocaust since Jack had
known him.

"But one should be able to hope. I'd dways thought that as the breadth and depth of human knowledge
increased, people would gradudly emerge from the darknessinto the light. A lot of us prefer the
shadows, it seems.”

Jack sad, "It'sthe whole New Age thing. Somehow it got mainstreamed. A bonanzafor the bunko
artigts. But what | want to know is, why now? We were climbing out of al that mystical crap, but ever
since the seventies it seemswe've been diding back. What turned us around?”



Abe shrugged. "Maybe science isthe cause.”

"1'd think science would be the solution.”

"Maybe | should say it'sareaction to science. Were dl looking for transcendence—"
"Transcendence.”

"A life beyond thisone. A noncorporea existence. In other words, we want we should go on. You
believe in transcendence, Jack?"

"Wish | could. | mean, I'd loveto think that some spark in me was going to go on and on, buit..."
"What?Y ou don't have enough ego to believe you're eterna ?*

"Totell thetruth, | don't think about it much. Either way, | can't see how it would change my day-to-day
life. 1 know only oneway to live. But what's this got to do with science?!

"Tons. The more science pushes back the unknown, the more uncertain transcendence seems. So people
overreact. Therationa givesthem no comfort, so they tossit out and cling to theirrational, no matter

how potty.”

Jack looked at Abe. "We both know there are thingsin thisworld that don't have an easy explanation.”
"Y ou mean like the rakoshi."

"Right. They didn't exactly yield to the scientific method.”

"But they werereal. Don't forget, | was down there at the Battery when that one came out of the harbor.
| saw it with my own eyes, saw it dice up your chest. Y ou go through something like that, who needs
belief? And you, you still have the scars. Y ou know."

Jack's hand ingtinctively moved to his chest and fingered the rubbery ridges through the fabric of his
T-shirt.

"But arakosh doesn't fit with what we know of the world."

"True. But the key word thereis'know.' | can't explain it, but maybe someone else can. A maven with
gpecia knowledge perhaps. | contend that everything is explicable—everything, that is, except human
behavior—if you have sufficient knowledge. The knowledge part is critica. Y ou and | both have some of
that knowledge—you more than | because you've seen more of it. We know there'sadark force at
work in thisworld—"

"The Otherness," Jack said, thinking about how it had intruded on hislife over the past year. "But that's
just aname somebody gaveit.”

"From what you've told me, it's not athing; more like a state of being. The word 'Otherness doesn't tell
us much about it. Whatever it is, a this point it's unknowable. We do know that it can't be warded off by
crystals and charms and it won't be summoned by incantations and sacrifices. So al the mumbo-jumbo
these New Agers and the End of Daysfolk and the UFO culustsand dl their fellow travelersimmerse
themsalvesinisusdess. Thered darknessin thisworld doesn't reved itsdf; it abides by itsown laws and
followsitsown agenda.”

Jack found himself thinking about his Sster. He blamed her degth on the Otherness.



"I never told you what Kate said to me just before she died. Something about 'the dark’ coming. She said
thevirusin her head was|etting her seeit. She said the 'dark iswaiting but it will be coming soon.' Said it
wasgoing to roll over everything.”

"With al due respect to your sster—and | should maybe never forgive you for not bringing that fine
woman to meet me—she was in extremis. She probably didn't know what she was saying."

"I think she did, Abe. | think she was talking about the Otherness getting the upper hand here. It sort of
fitswith scraps I've been picking up since the spring. The events after that conspiracy convention, hints
from the guy running the freak show, and what that crazy Russian lady said to me at Kat€'s graveside,
they dl hint a the same thing: abad time coming, onethat'll make al other bad timeslook like apicnic.
Theworst time ever for the human race, worse than al the plagues and world warsrolled into one.”

Abe gtared a him, hisexpression grim. Thisfit in with the civil holocaust held been predicting forever.
"Did she say what we could do about it?"

"No."

Kate had a so told Jack that only a handful of people were going to stand in the way of the darkness, and
that he was one of them. But he didn't mention that.

Abe shrugged again. "Well, then?"

"That's not why | brought it up. I'm wondering if maybe people sense this darkness approaching. Not
conscioudy, but on aprimitive, subconscious level. Maybe that explainswhy so many people are turning
to fundamentalist and orthodox religions—ones that offer aclear and Smple answer for everything.
Maybe that's why conspiracy theories are so popular. These people sense something awful coming but
can't put their finger on what it is, so they look for abelief system that will give them an answer and a
olution.”

"What about us poor schmuckswho don't have abelief system to lean on?"

Jack sighed. "Well probably be the ones stuck in the trenches dedling with the real thing when it comes
dong.”

"Y ou think this earthquake had something to do with it?"

"| can't see how, but that doesn't mean anything. Lately 1've seen too many innocent-seeming situations
take asharp turn and head into the can at ninety miles an hour."

He thought about last night... and how that quake seemed to hit just as he and Gia stepped over the
threshold of Menelaus Manor. He wanted to think that was coincidence, but it was not comforting to
know that the house sat on a crack in the earth's crust, adirect channel down to alode of ancient rock
that was not resting essy.

Hewondered if Ifasen wasfedling any aftershocks.

4

"Now, if wewill dl place our hands on the table, pdmsflat down... that'sit... when we're dl relaxed,
weshd| begin."

Lylelooked at histhree sitters arrayed around the round oak pawfoot table. The two middle-aged
women, Anya Spiegelman and Evelyn Jusko, had been here before, and he knew al about them. Vincent



McCarthy was new. A blank. All Lyle had known about him until hisarrival afew moments ago was his
name.

But now he knew afair bit about him. And he'd learn much morein the next few minutes. Lyle loved the
challenge of acold reading.

"l want everyoneto closetheir eyesfor amoment and breathe deeply ... just afew breathsto cam you.
Turmoil interferes with spirit contact. We must be at peace..."

Peace... Lyle needed to be relaxed to do thisright. At least the house was at peace. The windows and
doors had stopped opening shortly before the sitters arrived. Now... if only he could be at peace.

Not essy after caling Kareenas apartment this morning and having aman answer, hearing him say
Kareenawasin the shower and ask if he was from the radio station.

He had to put hisanger and his hurt on hold. Held let Kareena screw with his emotions, he wasn't about
to let her screw up hislivelihood. Put aside the negative fedlings and be positive... at least for now.
Concentrate on Vincent McCarthy.

Lyle opened his eyes and studied him. He guessed his age in the neighborhood of forty, and knew he had
afew bucks. His Brooks Brothers golf shirt and expensive lightweight summer dacks said so; so did the
shiny new Lexus SC 430 hardtop convertible held parked in the driveway. No tattoos on his tanned
forearms; no earring; just asmple gold band on thering finger. And check out those fingers. clean, no
cdluses, manicured nalls

So we're dealing with amarried, well-hedled white dude in hisforties. HEscometo Adtoriato Stina
darkened room on a perfect Saturday for golf. That can only mean he's big-time worried about
something.

Money? Not likely.

Business. Also unlikely. If Vincent isin business he either ownsit or he'sahigh-up executive. He knows
hisway around a spreadsheet and a boardroom; he's not going to consult the spirit world about a
territory where he consders himsdlf an dphamae.

Marriage? Possibly. The skillsthat make him successful in the money end of hislife do not necessarily
transfer to the emotiona side. He could be aklutz in the relaionship arena.

Hedth? He looks well himsdlf, but he could be worried about someone €l se's hedlth. Wife, parent, or
child.

Lyle closed his eyes and decided to go with health. Nudge around the perimeter witfi a series of try-ons
and see what the man would reved. If that didn't pan out, he could backtrack to the marriage, but he
doubted that would be necessary.

"Since the pirits shun thelight, we will make the room more inviting to them.”

Back in Charlie's command pog, alittle room behind the south wall that he'd packed with dl his
electronic gizmos, hisbrother would pick up Lyle's words through the tiny microphone hidden in the
chandelier directly above, and act accordingly. Sure enough, the overhead bulbs dimmed until only the
faint glow of asinglered bulb lit the table area.

"I fed it," Lylesaid. "l fed the gates opening..." Charlies cueto direct alittle cold air a thetable. ... to
alow us contact with the Other Side." Helet hishead fal back, opened his mouth, and let out along,



Soft, "' Aasaeaacaaaahhhh.”

The sound wasn't dl show. A good ded of it wasred, apliant ecstasy easing from hissoul, like leisurely
w(_

That he wasn't having.
Stop! Don't blow this because of achegting...

Easy... easy... hereminded himsdlf that thiswaswhen hefelt most dive, thiswaswhen hewasin
control, when heruled this, hislittle corner of theworld. Therest of hislife might bein chaosright now,
but in thistime, in this place, he cdled the shots. He wasthe madter...

Master of illusion... that was his salf-declared moniker in histeens. And he hadn't been stroking himself.
That was exactly what hed become after Mommadied. Or rather, waskilled. She'd been carrying a
sack of groceriesthrough Westwood Park on her way back from the market, crossing the street with the
walking green, when two cars out of nowhere, one chasing the other, trading 9mm dugs, ran thered and
knocked her forty feet through the air. The hit-and-run bastards were never found.

Totherest of the city sheld been just another noncombatant fatality in Detroit's crack wars. But to Lyle
and Charlie shed been theworld. Their father was a shadow in Lyleésmemory and didn't exist at dl in
Charlie's. Dad's brother, Uncle Bill, used to stop by now and again, but nobody had heard from him
snce heleft for the West Coast.

So there they were, the Kenton brothers, Lyle sixteen, Charlie twelve, dl alone, existing on the help of
the neighbors, but dl too soon the Child Welfare folks came sniffing. He and Charlie could pretend no
onewas homefor only so long before they missed one too many rent payments and wound up on the
street or, worse, were split up and placed in foster care.

So Lyle decided to become hisUncle Bill. Hed been tall for his age then, and with the help of afake
beard and some make-up, he fooled the socid worker. He ill remembered Maria Reyes, MSW, a
good woman with asincere desire to help. She bdlieved that Lyle was Bill Kenton; she believed that
Saeem Fredericks—afriend from downstairsin the project he borrowed for the home ingpection
vigts—wasLyle.

And Lyle learned something then: the power of belief, and the even greater power of the desireto
believe, the need to believe. Ms. Reyes believed because she wanted to believe. She didn't want to split
up the brothers; she'd wanted a blood relative aslega guardian, and so she'd believed everything Lyle
tossed her way.

Or had she? Y earslater Lyle began to wonder if Ms. Reyes had seen through him al along. Wondered if
sheld been taken in not by his performance but by his determination to hold together the remnants of his
tattered family, and that was why she'd dlowed him to become his own lega guardian. Someday hed
have to track her down and ask.

Wheatever the truth, sixteen-year-old Lyle Kenton had found his calling: the scam. If he could scam the
city, he could scam anyone. Hisfirgt paying gig was asadider for adowntown monte game, watching
the street for the heat, ready to make the call that would fold the game. He quickly learned the shaker's
verba codes and moved up to the stick position where held stand around the table and shill the marks
into the game, but dl his off hours he spent practicing the moves so he could become a shaker and Sart
hisown game.

But after aparticularly close call when held barely outrun one of the plainclothes D's who'd broken up



their game, he cast about for something equaly profitable but alittle lessrisky. He found it: apsychic
hotline. An audition with a phony Jamaican accent got him hired. After afew hours of practice with alist
of cold-reading questions, he joined the crew of men and women—mostly women—in aloft filled with
phones and baffle boxes.

Everything he was taught had been geared to keegping the mark on the line aslong as possible. Firdt, get
the name and address so the mark can be put on amailing list as acustomer for everything from tarot
decksto fortune-telling eight balls. Next, convince them you've got adirect lineto the Afterlife and the
wells of Ancient Knowledge, tell them what they want to hear, make them beg for more-more-more, say
anything you want but keep them on the fucking line. After adl, they were paying five or sx dollarsa
minute to hear psychic wisdom, and Lyle was getting a piece of the action. In no time he was bringing
down agrand or better aweek without breaking a swedt.

He—as Uncle Bill—and Charlie moved out of the projects and into a garden gpartment in the suburbs. It
wasn't much, but after Westwood Park, it waslike Beverly Hills.

That was when held begun caling himsdlf Ifasen—hed found it in alist of Y oruba names—and
developing aWest African accent. Soon hotline callers were asking for Ifasen.

No one elsewould do. Thisdid not endear him to his bosses, who werein the business of sdlling a
service, not cregting star players.

Soin hisoff hours he started looking for something new. On asunny Sunday morning in Ann Arbor he
stumbled acrossthe Eternd Life Spiritudist Church. He sat in on ahedling sesson. The needle on his
bullshit meter immediately jumped into the red zone but he stayed for the worship and messages mesting.
At the end, as he watched one person after another write "love offering” checksto the church, he knew
thiswas his next step.

Hejoined the Eternd Life Church, signed up for medium development workshops, and hit it off with the
pastor, James Gray. Soon he was serving the church as a student medium, which meant he became privy
to and aparticipant in dl the chicanery. After ayear or so of this, the Reverend Doctor Gray, abig, burly
white guy who thought having ayoung African-sounding black man as an ass stant added to the mystical
ambiance of his church, took him aside and gave him some invaluable advice.

"Get yoursdlf educated, son," hetold Lyle. "I don't mean adegree, | mean learning. Y ou're gonnabe
dedling with &l sorts of people from al walks of life with many different levels of education. Y ou want to
be a successin thisyou've got to have awide range of knowledge on alot of subjects. Y ou don't need to
be an expert in any of them, but you need a nodding acquai ntance.”

Lyletook that advice, sneaking into classrooms and auditing courses at U of M, Wayne State, and the
University of Detroit Mercy, everything from philosophy to economicsto western literature. That was
where he began scouring the street from his speech. Didn't earn asingle credit, but awhole world had
opened up to him, aworld he took with him when he and Charlie left Ann Arbor for Dearborn to strike
out on their own.

There Lyle set himsdf up in agtorefront as a psychic advisor. They worked their asses off to perfect their
techniques. The money was good, but Lyle knew he could do better. So they moved on.

And landed here, in an upper corner of Queens, New Y ork.
Do it before you'rethirty, they said. Well, Lyle had turned thirty last month, and held doneiit.

And now, ditting inthefirs red estate hed ever owned, Lyle Kenton dipped his hands forward along the



polished oak surface of the table, alowing the ends of the meta bars strapped to hisforearms within the
deeves of hiscoat to dip under the edge of the tabletop. He raised those forearms and his end of the
table followed.

"Thereit goes!" Evelyn whispered asthe table tipped toward her. "The spirits are herel™

Lyle eased back on his arms and worked one of the levers Charlie had built into the legs of the pawfoot
tableto raiseitsfar side, right under Vincent McCarthy's hands. Lyle peeked and saw McCarthy's
eyebrows arch, but he gave no sign that he was overly impressed.

"Whoops" Anyagiggled as her chair tilted in response to an dectronic sgnal from Charlie's command
post. "Thereit goes again! Happensevery time!”

Then Evdyn'stilted, then McCarthy's. Thistime he looked perplexed. Tabletipping he might be ableto
write off, but hischair...?

Timeto make him abdiever.

"Something is coming through,” Lyle said, squeezing hiseyes shut. "I believeit concerns our new guest.
Y es, you, Vincent. The spirits detect turmoil within you. They sense you are concerned about something.”

"Arentwedl?' McCarthy sad.

Lyle kept his eyes closed but he could hear the smirk. Vincent wanted to believe—that was why he was
here—but hefelt alittle silly too. He was nobody's fool and wasn't abouit to let anyone pull afast oneon
him.

"But thisisadeep concern, Vincent, and not about anything so crassas money." Lyle opened hiseyes.
He needed to start picking up on the nonverba cues. "Thiswrenches at your heart, doesn't it.”

McCarthy blinked but said nothing. He didn't have to; his expression spoke volumes.
"l senseagreat ded of confusion aong with this concern.”
Again, he nodded. But Lyle had expected that. If McCarthy wasn't confused, he wouldn't be here.

Lyle half-closed his eyes and pressed hisfingersto histemples, assuming his Degp Concentration pose.
"l sense someone from the Other Side trying to contact you. Y our mother perhaps? Is she ftill dive?!

"Yes. She'snot well, but shes still with us.”
That could beit. But now to salvage the remark about the mother.

"Then why do | have this sense of a definite maternal presence? Very loving. A grandmother, perhaps?
Have your grandmothers crossed over?”

"Yes Both."

"Ah, perhgpsthat'swho it isthen. One of your grandmothers... athough I'm not surewhich side yet. But
itwill come, it will come... it'sgetting clearer..."

McCarthy, Lyle thought. Irish. Would Grandma McCarthy have been over here or back in Ireland?
Didn't matter that much. Lyle knew asurefire Irish grabber. Never failed.

"I'm sensing agrest love for an American president in this person... can that beright?Y es, thiswoman



had a specia placein her heart for President Kennedy."

Vincent McCarthy's eyes damn near bugged out of hishead. " Gram Elizabeth! She loved Kennedy! She
was never the same after he was shot. Thisisincredible! How can you know that?"

What Irish grandmother didn't love Kennedy? Lyle wondered.

"Oh, you wouldn't believe what he knows," Anyawhispered.

"Ifasen'samazing,” Evelyn added. "Knows everything, just everything.”

"I know nothing,” Lyleintoned. "It's the spiritswho know. | am but a channel to and from their wisdom.”

Lyle could see the hunger in McCarthy's eyes. He wanted more. He was knee deep in belief and wanted
to take the plunge, but hisrish Catholic upbringing was holding him back. He needed a push, wanted a
push. And Lylewould giveit to him, but not quite yet.

Better to let him danglefor awhile.

Lyleturned to Eveyn.

"But something elseis coming through, astronger sgnd, directed, | believe, a Ms. Jusko.”
Evelyn's hands flew to her mouth. "Me? Who isit?Isit Oscar? Ishe caling me?’

Y es, it was going to be Oscar, but Lyle intended to draw this out a bit. Oscar was her dear departed
dog. Two months ago she'd cometo Lyle wanting to know if he could contact her pet on the Other Side.
Of course he could. Trouble was, she hadn't told him what breed Oscar was or what he looked like, and
Lyle hadn't been about to ask.

Hedidn't haveto.

During thefirst Sitting—private a Lyle'sing stence, because animals were so hard to track down on the
Other Side—Charlie had snegked in while the lights were out and borrowed Evelyn's handbag. Back in
his control room held rifled through it and found a stack of pictures of amahogany Vizda Hedrelayed a
description to Lyle's ear piece. Before returning the bag he appropriated adog whistle he'd found lodged
in the bottom of the bag.

Lyle had amazed Evelyn by describing Oscar to her, right down to hisjeweed collar. The woman had
been so grateful to learn that he was happy chasing rabbits through the Elysian Fields of the Afterlife that
sheld left a$2,500 love donation on her way out the door.

"Yes" Lylesaid now. "l believeit's Oscar. And he seemsalittle upsat.”

"Oh, no!" Eveyn sad. "What'swrong?"

"I'm not sure. It seems you misplaced something of his and he wondersif you still care about him.”
"Misplaced? What could | have misplaced?’

In afew moments, Evelyn was going to receive her first gpport—an object magicaly transported by the
spirit world from one place to another. Following Lyl€e's cues, Charlie—dressed dl in black—would
approach when the time was right and drop Oscar's old dog whistle onto the table.

"I'm not sure. Oscar's not telling me. No, wait, he's got something with him, holding it in hisjaws. I'm not



surewhat it isor what he intendsto do with it. HEs coming closer.... closer..."
Charlie too should be coming closer—

"Why isit so cold?' Anyasaid.

"Yes," Evelyn agreed, rubbing her upper ams. "It'sfreezing in here."

Lylefetit too. A blanket of dank, frigid air had settled over the table. He rubbed his hands together. His
fingers were going numb. But he sensed more than just adrop in temperature. A change in mood seemed
to have moved in with the cold air. Anger... no, more than anger... abitter, metalic rage...

Lyle jumped as Anya screamed. He saw her and her chair fly backward and crash against the wall.
McCarthy's chair tipped back, dumping him onto the floor. Lyle fet himsdlf pushed forward, asif by a
hurricane-force wind, jamming his abdomen againgt the table, and then the table itsdlf tipped, precipitating
him onto Evelyn. Asthey tumbled to thefloor, Lyle heard glass bresking dl around him. Herolled over
and saw the drapes flying back as the blackened window panes shattered, imploding one after the other
and littering the floor with glittering shards of glass. Stark yellow sunlight poured in. The statueshed
arranged around the room were tumbling over, some of them cracking on the hardwood floor.

Then, as suddenly asit had begun, the tumult ceased. Dazed, Lyle struggled to hisfeet and helped Evelyn
to hers. McCarthy was helping Anyaup. No one looked serioudly injured by the incident, but the
Channding Room... it wasashambles. Lyle did adow turn and saw that every piece of glassin
sght—the windows, even the two mirrors on the walls—had been smashed.

"It'syour fault!" Anyascreamed, pointing atrembling finger at Evelyn. ™Y ou angered your dog's spirit,
and now ook what happened!"

Evelyn beganto cry. "l don't know what | did! | can't imagine what the poor dear could be upset about!"
"Let'sstay calm, everybody,” Lylesaid. "'l don't think Oscar was responsible for this™

He goddamn well knew no fucking dead dog had anything to do with it, but who was responsible? And
how had they doneit?

"Thisisincredible!" Vincent McCarthy was saying. "I never believed. .. thought thiswasal bullshit... but

"| think it wasthe earthquake last night,” Lyle said, trying to savage the Situation. "' Seilsmic wavesradiate
into the spirit world and cause...”

What was the word he was |ooking for? He shoved his shaking hands into his pockets. His heart was
pounding and his brain had been scrambled by this cataclysm. Think, damnit! Disruption—that wasthe
word.

"... and cause disruptionsin the transmission of information. Maybe it would be better if we rescheduled
thisfor another time. Next Saturday, perhaps?*

"Oh dear, | don't think | can wait that long!" Evelyn said. "If poor Oscar is upset—"

"Maybe a private sesson tomorrow night, then,” Lyle said. "The seilsmic disturbances will have faded by
then. | believe | can squeeze you in. Asamatter of fact, I'll make it apoint to squeezeyou in.”

"Oh thank you, Ifasen! Thank you!"



Got to sdvage something from this debacle, he thought.
"I want to come back too," Vincent McCarthy said.
"Metoo!" Anyacried.

Lyle held up hishands. "I'll seethat you'redl taken care of. Let'sjust moveinto the waiting room so |
can find placeswhere | can schedule you."
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"Tel methat wasyou, Charlie" Lyle said after he'd ushered the three Sitters out the door. "Tell me that
was some new gag that went wrong."

Charlie shook his head. "Nuh-uh. | was crawlin’ my way to the table with the dog whistle when the spirits
darted wrecking things.”

"The spirits! Charlie, boy, have you lost your mind?!

"Forgiveme, Lord, | know it'sasinto bdievein such things, but how else you gonnaexplain what
happened here?!

"Last night you said it was God sending us awarning, now it's spirits? Make up your mind, Charlie.”

"Making up my mind ain't the point, yo. | don't know what's happenin’, but you gotta be blind or stupid
or both not to know something's happenin!”

"Y eah. Were being gadighted. Y ou saw that guy running last night. Y ou saw the gas can. Y ou going to
tell me now that was a pirit?'

"No. Course not. But that different. That—"

"No different. They couldn't burn us out, so they're trying to scare us out. First the doors and windows,
now this. Same people behind everything.”

"Yeah?' Charliesaid. "Then we up against some red geniuses. Anybody who can open and close
windows and doors and mess up aroom like they did today should be workin' for the CIA."

"Maybethey once did. CIA'sinto everything." He gestured at the shattered windows. " Sound shatters
glass, right? How about ultra-high frequency sound wavesthat..."

Charlie was shaking his head. "No way. We got company, man. Told you that last night. The earthquake
opened a gate and shook somethin’ loose. This house possessed, yo."

"And | told you I'm not going there! Some very human assholes tried to scare us and scare off our Sitters.
That'sit, pure and smple. But guesswhat? It backfired. The fish thought they witnessed abonafide,
super-duper supernatural event and they'retotally sold. They think Ifasen'sthe redlest of thered deals
and they want more-more-more!™

He started when the phone rang. Without thinking—normally he'd check the ID or let the voice mail pick
it up—he snatched it off the cradle.

"Y eah, what?' he snapped.
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"H-hdlo?" Giasaid. She hadn't been prepared for such a gruff reception. "Is... isthisIfasen?’

A brief pause, the sound of athroat being cleared, then amore cultured voice. "Pardon me. Yes, thisis
he. Whoiscdling, please?'

Giaamost gavein to an urgeto hang up. She had no clear ideawhy she had called in thefirgt place. This
was o unlike her...

Sheld goneto the Beth Isradl outpatient |ab this morning where they drew her blood for the pregnancy
test. Dr. Eagleton's service had said she'd requested stat results, but when 2 p.m. rolled around and Gia
hadn't heard, she called in and learned that Dr. Eagleton was off call. The covering doctor did not return
her calls. He left amessage viathe service that he knew nothing about Gia's [ab test and saw no reason
why it couldn't wait until Monday.

So shed called the Beth Isradl 1ab but they'd stonewalled her, saying they couldn't release resultsto
patients, only the ordering doctor.

Burning with frustration, she'd paced the house. Normally she would have talked it over with Jack, but
thiswas not anorma situation. And she didn't know how Jack would take dl this. So out of sheer
desperation she'd looked up Ifasen's number in his brochure and called him.

Crazy, she knew, but she could be pregnant... with her second child... and Ifasen had told her she'd
have two. Jack's rationa explanations from last night faded into background noise; he hadn't heard about
Juni€'s bracelet then, how Ifasen had known exactly whereit would be.

What dse did Ifasen know? She had to ask. She could imagine Jack's expression when he learned that
shedd cdled apsychic. But what could it hurt?

Besides, feding crummy and worrying about being pregnant had thrown her off balance. The medical
profession was doing its best to make her psycho, so shefigured sheéd givethisashot. Cal it dternative
medicine.

She swalowed and said, "'l wasthere at your place last night. At the billet reading with Junie Moon. |
was the one who asked how many children I'd have."

"Yes. | remember. What can | do for you?' Hiswords came quickly, sounding clipped, impatient.
" waswondering if | could ask you about your answer."
"My answer?'

"Yes. Youtold mel'd have two children, and | was wondering how you knew that. | don't mean to insult
you, but | need to know if you were guessing or—"

"l am sorry Miss, Mrs..."
"DiLauro. GiaDiLauro."

"Well, GiaDiLauro, | am afraid that now is not exactly agood timeto discussthis. Perhaps later in the
week, when things have settled down alittle.”

Settled down? Something in hisvoice. ..



""Has something happened?’

"Happened?' Abruptly histone sharpened. "Why do you think something has happened?’

She remembered Jack's impression that Ifasen was afraid of something, and his theory of what and why.
"Did someone make more trouble for you last night after we left?"

"What?' The voice jumped aregiger. "What are you taking about?’

"One of your competitors, isn't it. Jealous because you're stedling their clients, am | right?"

The slence on the other end was answer enough.

Giasad, "You're probably thinking, 'Hey, I'm the psychic here, right? But it's nothing like that."
"If you have anything to do with—"

"Oh, no. Please don't think that. | never heard of you before last night. But maybe | can help.”
"Thisisnot your concern. And even if it were, | do not see how you—"

"Oh, no. Not me." Shelaughed; it sounded high and nervousjust like shefdt. “I'd beno help at al. Buit |
know someone who's very good at this sort of thing. I'll have him giveyou acall.”

Ifasen hemmed and hawed, obvioudy not wanting to admit that someone with his connectionsto the
Other Side needed help, but once he learned that the matter would be handled with the utmost discretion
with no connection to the police, he relented. But he wanted to make the call, so Giagave him Jack's
voice mal number.

What did | just do? Giathought after she hung up. Me, the one who keeps wanting Jack to find another
line of work, | just got him ajob. Maybe.

What on earth had possessed her to do such athing?

Because as much as she hated Jack's work, she wanted to see him back to hisold self. That meant
getting off his butt and taking on fix-it jobs again. And this one sounded kind of safe. A couple of
competing psychics duking it out over clients. Jack could handle them with his eyes closed.

But then, Ifasen had been worried about a bomb last night, hadn't he. Sheld forgot about that. How could
she be so supid?

Cal him back. Right. Tell him to forget the number sheld given him. Loseit. But why would heligento
her? If hewas going to cdl, hedd cdl. But maybe he wouldn't call. Maybe he'd figure he could handle this
on hisown.

She could only hope.
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Wondering at the damn funky turnslife can take, Jack strolled through the dusk up the front walk of
Menedlaus Manor for the second time in twenty-four hours.

Thefirst shock was hearing a message from Ifasen on hisvoice mail. The second was learning that Gia
had given him the number. Sheld explained the how and why of it between bouts of lovemaking late this
afternoon and into the evening. He till didn't quite understand it. She seemed fixated on the two-children



bit. Why? He sensed she wasn't telling him everything, but that was unlike her. Usualy he wasthe one
with the secrets.

Likethe bullet holein Ifasen's picture window, for instance. HEd spotted it on their way out last night. I
he'd seen it going in he'd have turned her around and headed home immediatdy. Didn't want Gia
anywhere near a house someone was using for target practice.

Ifasen’s voice mail message had played it coy, saying he was being harassed but giving no specifics.
When Jack had called him back the man had said he wanted to try to handle the matter without the
police because of therisk of adverse publicity. Did Jack think he could help?

Theidea of doing afix-it job for Ifasen appeded to Jack. Psychics operated in the sort of quasi-legal
demimonde he was comfortablein. Plusit offered the possibility of running acon on some scammers, and
that was awaysfun.

So now he was back. A Iot more lights on tonight—the front porch and most of the windows were
aglow. As Jack stepped up on the porch he noticed that the windows running off to hisright were
covered in heavy black cloth. The"channeling room," if he remembered, and they hadn't been like that
last night. Something must have happened since then. Something bad enough to prompt acdl for help.

Jack reached for the bell, but the door opened before he rang.

Ifasen—or the guy who cdled himsdf Ifasen—stood in the doorway, staring a him. "Y ou?”'
"Hdlo, Lyle"

The dark eyeswidened in the dark face. "Lyle? | don't know who—?"

"You're Lyle Kenton, and I'm the one you caled.”

"But... youwere here..."

"Last night. | know. Can | comein?'

Lyle stepped aside and Jack dipped past him into the waiting room. His brother stood inside, afew feet
behind.

Jack extended his hand. "I'm Jack. Y ou must be Charles.”
Charles shook his hand, but his eyes were on hisolder brother. "How...?"

"Simple, realy. All you need isacomputer. It'samatter of public record that Lyle and Charles Kenton
own thishouse."

Jack madeit sound asif he'd done the search. But Abe had been the one. He was better at that sort of
thing.

Jack wandered over to the picture window and examined the bullet hole, noticed how it had been
plugged with some sort of glue.

"Lookslikea.32." Heturned to Lyle. "Y ou have the dug?'
Lyle nodded. "Want to seeit?"

"Maybe later."



"Did some checking up on you too,” Lylesaid. "Or tried to."
"Redly." Jack would have been surprised if he hadn't. "Find my website?"
Another nod. "Charliedid.”

"Repairmanjack.com,” Charlie said with ahint of disdain. "Pretty beat site. Nothin' but abox to send you
emal.

"Serves my purposes.”

Lylefingered the end of one of his dreadlocks, twisting it back and forth. "1 asked around some. Found
someone who's heard of you, but he didn't think you were red. He heard you mentioned by someone
who knows somebody whose sister's uncle hired you once. Something along those lines. Like you're
somekind of urban legend.”

"That'sme. Urban legend." Jack hoped to keep it that way. He jerked athumb over his shoulder at the
pierced window. "Just one shot?"

"Onée's enough, don't you think? Tried to burn us out last night but | chased them off before they could
get thefire sarted.”

"Guns, fire...heavy stuff. Y ou've redly pissed someone off."
"l guessso."

"Makes the Chick pamphletslook like ajoke."
Lylefrowned. "Chick? What'reyou...?"

Jack picked up one of the Menelaus Manor brochures and shook out another of the Christian
fundamentdist tracts hedd found last night.

He saw Charlie grimace and gaze at the celling, so he handed it to Lyle, saying, "Got to be careful who
you let into your waiting room."

Lylefrowned as he flipped through the pamphlet. "Yesah, | do." Then heflung it againgt his brother's
chest. "How many times have |—?" He cut himsdlf off and glared. "L ater, bro.”

Jack took amenta step back and watched the pair, trying to get an angle on what was going on. A little
tension between the Kenton brothers. Then he noticed the WW.JD pin on Charli€'s shirt.

A Born Again? Part of aspiritualist con? Crazy. It explained the Chick pamphlets, but nothing el se.
He wondered how or if that played into why he was here.

Jack cleared histhroat. "Any ideawhich of your competitors might be behind your troubles?’

Lyle shook his head, setting hisdreadsin motion. "I don't recall saying it was acompetitor.”

Isthisthe way we're going to play it? Jack thought as he glanced around. He needed to break through
the My-name-is-Ifasen-and-1-am-a-true-psychic facade if thiswas going to work.

"Okay, then... what else have these mysterious bad guys hit you with?"

"Tried to spook us out this morning by playing games with the doors and windows, then they wrecked



the Channeling Room."
"That's why the windows are draped outsde?"
Lyle nodded. "They'retrying to scare off my clients.”

"Clients?' Here was a chanceto seeif he could get arise out of Ifasen. "That's probably how they think
of themsdlves. But let'scal them what you cdl them: gitters... marks... fish." AsLyle stared at him, Jack
smiled and shrugged. "1 used to bein the game.”

"Game?' Lylesad, hisexpresson going stony. "Thisisno game. Thisismy life”

"And your livelihood—agood one, most likely. But you probably aready knew | was onto you. | figure
you saw me notch my billet last night.”

No reaction. The Kenton brothers might as well have been statues.
Timeto push alittle harder.

"By the way, which one of you sneaked into Junie Moon's gpartment and hid her bracelet?" Jack pointed
to the younger brother. "I'm betting it was Charlie here. Am | right?"

Charli€'s gaze flicked to his brother and back, telling Jack he'd scored a bull's-eye.
"You'reaccusing usof acrime” Lyle said. Hislips had thinned, eyes had narrowed to dits.

"One I've committed myself. The medium | worked for used to send me on errands like that.” 1t was
SOP:. rifle the Sitter's purse while the lights are out, cut aduplicate house key, then pay avisit when
nobody's home. "When it works, it'sa beaut, isn't it."

"l wouldn't know," Lyle said, till not giving aninch.
Jack tried again. He stepped back and checked out the overhead light fixture.

"That where you stashed the bug? Lady | worked for bugged her waiting room and listened to the Sitters
asthey hung out. Pulled dl sorts of ingdeinfo from their chatter.”

The brothers went into statue mode again.

"Look, guys," Jack said, "if werre going to be working together, weve got to be straight with each other."
"We're not working together yet."

"Fair enough. How abouit | take alook at what they did to your Channeling Room?”

Lyle gared a him, obvioudy wary.

"Maybethisisabad idea," Jack said, only partialy faking annoyance as he turned toward the door.
"Y ou've dready wasted some of my time. Don't see much point in letting you waste more."

"Wait," Lyle said. He hesitated again, then sighed. "Okay, but nothing you see here goes past these walls,
agreed?’

"Condder meapriest. With Alzhemer's.”

This pulled agrin from Charlie, which he hid behind acough. Even Lyl€slipstwisted alittle.



"All right." He moved toward the door to the Channeling Room. "Take alook.”

Jack stepped through ahead of the brothers and strode to the middle of the room. He could see that
some of the statues had been damaged, and spotted a couple of gaps where mirrors had hung, but on the
whole the room didn't look so bad.

"Y ou have to understand that we spent the whole afternoon cleaning up,” Lyle said. "Every piece of glass
in thisroom was shattered.”

"A bazillion pieces" Charlie sad.

"How? Shotgun?"

Lyle shook his head. "We haven't figured that out yet."

"Mind if | take alook around?

"Beour guest. Y ou get any ideas, we'd loveto hear them.”

Jack wandered to the oak seance table. He bent and examined the thick legs and paw feet.
"That areafine," Charliesaid. "Y ou wannacheck out the windows and mirrors that—"

"I'll get to them."

Hefound theleversin one of the legs. He seated himsdlf and worked them with hisfegt, tilting the table
thisway and that. He nodded his appreciation.

"Smoath.”
He checked the chairs and found the tip of asted rod in one leg of each.

"How'sthiswork? A little motor in the seat that pushesthe rod down, right? Activate it with aremote
and it tiltsthe Stter'schair. Sweet. Y ou guys design this stuff yoursdf?

Charlie glanced a Lyle, who sighed again. " Charlie's the mechanical guru.”

Well, well, well, Jack thought. They've findly opened up. Let's hope it's smoother going from hereonin.
"How do you handle vibrations from the motor?' he asked Charlie.

"Padding,” hesaid. "Loads of it."

"Nicework," he said, giving him asincere thumbs up. "Very nice."

Charlies grin told Jack held made a friend.

He moved to the windows, pulled the drapes aside. Every pane was broken, blown into the room, not
out. But the old-fashioned wooden mullions that had held them in place remained untouched.

He went from one window to the next; whether facing front, side or rear, the story wasthe same.
How thehdl...?

He turned to the brothers and shrugged. "I've got no answer for you."



"You can't hdp us?' Charliesaid.
"Didn't say that. Can't tell you how thiswas done, but | can help see it doesn't happen again.”
"How?' Lylesad.

"Keep an eye on the place. I'm aone-man operation. I'll put in some personal watch time outside when |
can, and set up some motion-triggered camerasfor when | can't.”

"Why not motion-triggered darms?' Charlie said.
Lyle grunted. "How about motion-triggered machine guns?*

"Scaring them off isn't asimportant as finding out who they are. Once we know that, | track them down,
and then you tel themto lay off."

"Oh, that'll work," Charlie said with aderisive snort. " Suppose they don't wannalay off?"
"Then | convincethem.”
"How?' Lyle asked.

"That's my department. That'swhy you'll be paying methe big bucks. I can make life miserable for them.
When I'm through they'll wish they'd never messed with, or even heard of the Kenton brothers."

Charliegrinned. "I'm down with that."
Lylefrowned, then turned to Jack. "L et's talk about these 'big bucks you mentioned.”
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After they'd adjourned to the kitchen, where Lyle and Jack drank beers and Charlie sipped a Peps, Lyle
tried to anglefor alow-ball price, pleading financid sraits after the mgjor renovationsto the old place,
and now the repairs they'd need. Jack wasn't buying, but he did alow for three paymentsinstead of the
usua two: hed take haf down, aquarter when he identified the culprits, and the find quarter when he got
them to stop.

Lyledtll held out, saying he and Charlie would haveto discussit, go over the books, blah-blah-blah
before making afina decision. But Jack sensed the decision had been made. Hewas on.

Damn, it felt good to be working again.

"Let'stalk about possible bad guys," Jack said as Lyle handed him afresh Heineken. "Could anyone
local be behind this?'

Lyle shook hishead. "Theres an old gypsy on Steinway who reads pams and such, and that's about it.
Adoriasgot alot of Mudims, you know, and if you believein Idam, you can't believe in spirituaism.”

Jack was thinking things must have been pretty tense around here after the World Trade disaster, but all
that had gone down before the Kentons arrival.

Which brought Jack to a question that had been niggling him since last night. " Then why Astoria?"

"Manhattan's too expensive. All thered estate agents told me rents had dropped after the Trade Center
attack, but even so, they were il too high for the amount of space we need.”



"For your eventua church.”

From Charlie's uneasy expression and the way he started fingering hiswwjd pin, Jack figured held hit a
sore spot.

"When do you figure you'll get yoursgoing?'
"Never, | hope" Charliesaid, glaring at Lyle. "Because that'sthe day | walk out.”
"Let's not get into that now, okay?"

Jack tried to break the sudden tension by gesturing at this house around them. " So you went out and
found this place in the wilds of Queens."

"Yes. | wanted it because of its history. And because of its history, the price wasright.”
"All those murdersin your brochure arefor rea ?"
Charlie nodded. "Absolutely. This place got some evil history."

"Fine. But the real money's either in Manhattan or in Nassau County, and you'rein the greet nowhere
between. How do you get the money people to make thetrip?"

Jack sensed acombination of pride and pleasurein Lylesgrin.

"Firg off, it's not such atrip. We're handy to the Triboro Bridge, the Queens-Midtown Tunndl, the 59th
Street Bridge, the BQE, and the LIE. But the main spur to get them coming here was by having someone
tell themto stay away.”

"Enlighten me," Jack said.

"My previous mediumship,” Lyle said, leaning back, "wasin atown—don't ask which because | won't
say—that was aso hometo afair-size population of Seventh Day Adventigts.”

"Who've got to believe that spiritudismisasn.”

"Worse. It'sthe work of Satan, adirect link to the Horned One. They'd post Signs around town warning
people away, even went so far asto picket my storefront one Sunday. | was pretty scared and worried
a firg—"

"For about ten minutes," Charliesaid.

"Right. Until | realized this could be the best thing that ever happened to me. | called theloca papers and
TV dations—at thetime | wished they'd chosen a Saturday for their protest, but Saturday istheir
Sabbath—but the media showed up anyway and the result was amazing publicity. People started asking,
'What isit about this Ifasen that has the Adventists so worked up? He must redlly be onto something.' Let
metdl you: business boomed."

Jack nodded. " So, in asense, you were banned in Boston. Works almost every time."
"Not Boston," Charlie said. "Dearborn.” Helooked at Lyle and found his brother glaring at him. "What?"

Jack leaned back, hiding a smile. So the Kenton brothers were from Michigan. In the psychic trade you
tried to hide as much of your past as possible, especidly if you were operating under a phony name. But
a so because lots of mediums had an arrest history—usually for other bunko scams—and afair number



had had careers as magicians and mentaists before discovering that, unless you were asuperstar like
Copperfield or Henning, conjuring tricks paid off far better in the seance room than in cocktail lounges
and at kids birthday parties.

He wondered what the Kentons histories might be.

"Okay that'sal finefor Dearborn,” Jack said, "but | don't remember any stories about Astoria Adventists
acting up.”

"Becausetherearen't any,” Lyle said, turning away from his brother, "or at least no group big enough to
suit my needs. But I'd planned for that. Before leaving Dearborn"—another scathing look at Charlie—"1
laid some groundwork by taking out an ad in the News-Herald to announce my departure. | said | was
leaving because the local Adventists had turned so many people againgt methat | could no longer
continue my mediumship in such an atmosphere. | was besten. They'd won. They wouldn't have Ifasento
kick around anymore. Or wordsto that effect.”

"But | thought you said business was booming.”

"It was. Especidly 1999. Man, the sx months leading up to the millennium had been incredibly good.
Best ever." Lyl€svoice softened to areminiscing tone. "I wish '99 could've gone on forever.”

Jack knew acouple of grifterswho'd told him the same thing. From palm reading to tarot to astrology
and beyond, the millennium had proved an across-the-board bonanza for the hocus-pocus trade.

"Butit wastimeto moveon,” Lylesaid.

Herose and |eaned against the counter. The more he talked, the more his detached Ifasen pose melted
away. The guy probably had no one but Charlie to open up to, and he plainly longed to talk about this
stuff. It came spilling out in arush. Jack doubted he could have stopped him if he wanted to.

"So Charlieand | packed up our show and took it on the road. We bought this place ten months ago and
spent most of our savings renovating it. Once we had things set up the way we wanted, | called up the
Adventistswho'd harassed me before. | told them—using another name, of course—that | was afellow
Adventist who wanted to let them know that the devil Ifasen they'd driven out of Dearborn had resettled
in my neighborhood and was starting up his evil schemesto threaten the unwary souls of Agtoria. They'd
closed him down before. Couldn't they do it again?’

"Don' tell methey bussed in acrew of protesters?'

"That would have been okay, but | had a better idea. I'd already started advertising in the Village Voice
and the Observer . | sent the Adventists copies of my ads and suggested they take out space on the same
pagesto tdl folks God's truth.”

"Y ou didn't need the Adventists for that," Jack said. ™Y ou could have run your own counter ads.”

"I could have. But | wanted them to be legit if the papers ever checked them out. Plus, those big display
adsaren't cheap. | figured if | could get someone elseto foot most of the bill, why not?

"And did they go for it?"

"All theway. | sent them ahundred-dollar money order to get the bdl rolling and they took off from
there. Big weekly adsfor amonth.”

Jock laughed. "l loveit!”



Lylegrinned, thefirst real bresk in his studied cool, and it made him look like akid. Jack found he liked
the guy behind the mask.

"Servesthemright," Lyle said, hissmilefading. "Tried to ruin my game becauseit interfered with theirs.”
"Differenceis," Charliesad, frowning, "that they beieve in what they're doing. Y ou don't."

"Still agame," Lyle said, hismouth twisting asif tasting something bitter. " Just because we know it'sa
game and they don't doesn't change things. A game's agame. End of the day we both ddliver the same
bill of goods™

Tight, tense silence descended as neither of the brothers would ook at each other.
"Speaking of delivering,” Jack said, "I gather the ads served their purpose?’

"Oh, yeah," Lyle said. "The phone rang off the hook. The oneswho made that firdt trip out here have
mostly al come back. And they've been bringing others with them when they do.”

"Mosgtly from the city?'
A nod. "Like ninety percent.”

"I'm sure| don't haveto tell you that most of these people were going to other mediums before you came
aong. And if they're your regulars now, that meansthey've left somebody ese. I'll be very disgppointed if
you don't have alist somewhere of who they were seeing before you.”

"l do."

"Good. I'll be equdly disappointed if you haven't run financids on every sitter who's waked through that
door aswdll."

Lylesexpression cdcified; he said nothing.

Come on, Jack thought. This guy was an overwound clock. Jack didn't know aplayer in the spiritudist
trade who didn't use names, licenses, credit cards, bank accounts, and Socia Security numbersif they
could get them, to peek at their Sitters financials.

Finaly Lyleslipstwisted into atight gpproximation of areuctant smile. "I can predict no disappointment
on that score.”

"Excdlent. Then heréswhat you do. Divide your Sitters up by their previous gurus, then list them in order
of their net worth and/or generosity. Identify the psychicswho've lost the most high rollersto you and
well makethat our short list of suspects.”

Lyle and Charlie glanced at each other asif to say, Why didn't we think of that?

Jack tossed off the rest of hisbeer and rose. " Getting late, guys. One of you call me tomorrow about
whether or not we're in business.”

"Will do,” Lylesaid. "If we decide yes, when will you want the down payment?’
"Since tomorrow's Sunday, | can pick it up Monday. Cash only, remember. That'swhen I'll Sart.”

On the way out, even though it was dark and he wasn't officidly hired, Jack had Lyle give him atour of
the yard. As he stepped off the front porch he noticed that dl the foundation plantings were dead.



"Hey, if youreinto thislook, | know abar in the city you'l just love."
"Forgot to mention that. Happened overnight. They must have been poisoned.”

"Nasty," Jack said, fingering a tiff, brown rhodo leaf. Felt asif it had died last month and spent thetime
sncein the Mojave Desert. "And petty. | don't like petty people.”

Something about the dead plants bothered him. He'd done some landscaping work as ateen.
Remembered using defoliants now and again. Didn't remember anything that killed so quickly and
thoroughly. Almost asif they'd had dl their juices sucked out overnight.

The dead foundation plants aside, the rest of the shrubbery scattered about Menelaus Manor's double lot
offered anumber of good surveillance points a ground level, but hed need ahigh perch. The pitch of the
house roof was too steep; the garage roof looked better but was only one story high.

"That garage looks like an afterthought.”

Worse than an afterthought. More like aone-car tumor off the right flank of the origina structure,
destroying its symmetry.

"According to thered estate agent,” Lyle said, "that's exactly what it was. Built in the eighties by the
origind owner's son after heinherited the place—"

"And before he offed himsdf."

"Obvioudly. If | ever find areason to buy acar, I'm sureit'll comein very handy after I've been shopping.
Opensright into the kitchen area. Great for whenit'sraining.”

"Or when you don't want anyone to see what you're unloading.”
Lylefrowned a him. "Y eah, | guess so. Why'd you say that?"

"I don't know," Jack said. "It just cameto me." And that wastrue. The idea had leaped into his head. He
shook it off. "Let's check out that big maple," he said, pointing toward the Street.

"Maple," Lyle said asthey waked through the dark toward the street. "'I'll have to remember that.”
"Didn't have many treeswhere you grew up, | tekeit."

He sensed Lyle iffen. "What makesyou say that?"

"Y our accent's good, but Charlie..."

"Yeah, Charlie" Lyle said through asigh. "'l couldn't do thiswithout him, but | can't let him spesk when a
gtter'saround. Hejust doesn't get it."

They arrived at the maple that hugged the curb and spread over the sdewalk and the street. It looked
good and sturdy but the branches had been trimmed far up the trunk. The lowest hung about ten feet off
the ground.

"Givemeaboost," Jack said.
Lyle gave him adubious|ook.

"Comeon," Jack said, laughing. "1 know how it'samatter of pride with you scammers about getting your



hands dirty, but alittle dley oopisdl | need and I'll takeit from there."

Shaking his head, Lylelaced hisfingerstogether and boosted Jack up to where he could grab the limb.
As Jack clambered onto the branch, he noticed Lyle stepping back between two parked cars and into
the street.

"Whereyou going?'

"No offense, but | figured I'd get out of the way in case you and/or that branch come down.”

"Aw, and | was counting on you catching me if—"

Jack heard an enginerev. Helooked down the street and saw acar with itslights out racing Lylesway.
"Incoming!"

Lylelooked around but didn't react immediately. Maybe he didn't see the car right away becauseits
lights were out. When hefindly did move, jumping back toward the curb, the car swerved toward him,
missing him by athin breeze asit creased the fender of the parked car to hisright.

"That them?" Jack shouted as he swung down from the tree.

The car didn't stop, didn't even dow. Jack glanced at Lyle, who looked shaken but otherwise unscathed.
"l-I don't know."

Jack took off. I'm not even hired yet, he thought as he sprinted along the sdewalk.

Hed started running by reflex but didn't stop. Starting ajob without a down payment was against Jack's
rules, but after this, Lyle was apretty sure bet to come across. And alook at the mystery car'slicense
plate tonight might save Jack days of survelllance next week.

He kept to the sidewalk, hoping the driver wouldn't spot him. Asthe car passed under a street light he
saw that it was either yellow or white, but he couldn't identify the make or model. Couldn't be something
distinctive likeaPT Cruiser, could it; no, had to be one of those generic-looking mid-size sedans that
could be aCamry, aCorolla, a Sentra, or any of half adozen other models. With itslights till off, the
Camrollentra's license plate remained hidden in the shadow of the bumper.

Ditmars Boulevard lay maybe a hundred yards ahead. The traffic light showed red. Would the car stop?

Fat chance. Jack saw its brake lights glow asit dowed, but that wasit. The Camrollentra cruised the red
and turned right.

Jack kept moving, putting alittle more juice into his stride. Probably awaste of energy, but who knew?
Might get lucky and find that the mystery car had plowed into a cab and locked bumpers. Stranger things
had happened.

He rounded the corner and skidded to astop... just like the traffic. People out on the town for Saturday
night had done what the red light hadn't.

Jack started moving again, at amore relaxed pace thistime, sorting through the carsin thejam ashe
grolled past the brightly lit store fronts. Within thefirst twenty-five yards he found two Camrollentras,
onewhite, one paeyelow. Swell.

But the yellow one had adented front fender and its headlights were out. The woman in the passenger



sest kept looking over her shoulder. Her gaze swept right past him. Looking for someone with lots
darker skin, no doubt.

Gotcha

She faced front again, banging on the dashboard and pointing ahead, obvioudy telling her driver to get
moving. But cars were lined up ahead and behind, and the opposite lane was no better. They'd move
when everyone € se moved.

Coming dmost pardle, Jack ducked out of her line of sight and squatted, pretending to tie his shoe.
After checking to make sure no one was paying attention, he crab-walked between two parked cars.
This placed him two feet from the target car'sright rear tire. He was close enough now to see that he was
dedling with an aging Corolla He wormed the black-handled Spyderco Endura Lightweight out of his
back pocket, did a one-hand flick-out of the four-inch serrated blade, and jabbed it through the sidewall
of thetire. Then he dunk back to the sidewalk, made a show of tying his other shoe, and rose again to his
feet.

Without a glance back, he checked out the store signs and found a Duane Reade. He'd go with that.
Hoped it had what he wanted.

It did. Gottalove these Duane Reades. Called themsalves pharmacies but carried so much more. Just
about everything anyone could need.

Like duct tape.
And pantyhose.

Jack walked aong, noting that traffic had thinned. He paused by a trash receptacle to open the
pantyhose package; he cut off one of the legs and threw the rest away. Then he moved on, searching for
the yellow Corolla. He went three blocks without seeing it. Had they decided to keep driving, flat tire or
no? He hadn't figured on that because it was sure to draw attention, maybe even a police stop, and
they'd want to avoid something like that.

Ashewas crossing aside street, heading into block four, he heard aclank of metal off to hisright.
Stopped, listened, heard aman's voice cursing in English. Peered up the block and saw aman and a
woman by the curb just past astreetlight. The man knelt by thewhed of apae Corollathat had pulled in
next to afire hydrant, the woman stood, asif on guard.

"Come on, comeon!" said the woman. "Can't you do this any faster?"
"Fucking lugsarerugted. I—" Another clank. " Shit!"

Jack stepped off Ditmars and crept up the other side of the street, keeping low behind the parked cars.
When he came even with the Corolla he found apool of shadow and watched from there.

The man was average height, maybe forty, with receding hair and a medium-size gut; she was pint-size,
five-one, tops, and built like afire plug. The mouth on her would make Eminem blush.

Obvioudy the guy hadn't changed too many tires, and his companion's congtant bitching didn't help, but
findly he got the spare onto the whedl. When the car was off the jack, the woman got back into the front
Sedt.

Asthe man gathered up histools, Jack pulled the pantyhose leg over his head; dipped hisleft wrist
through the roll of duct tape and ripped off asix-inch length; stuck thisto hisleft forearm and waited for



themantolift theflat tire.

When he did, Jack dashed acrossthe street, straight at him. He didn't see Jack until hewasin hisface.
Guy's mouth dropped open into aterrified O as he looked up but both his hands were burdened with tire,
making him agitting duck for thefist that rammed into his nose. Dropped the tire as his head snapped
back. Jack grabbed his shirt, hauled him forward, and flung him into the trunk. Guy was dazed, didn't
struggle as Jack pushed hislegs over the rim and dammed the lid closed.

Without dowing Jack dipped around to the passenger side, pulling his knife and flicking out the blade as
he moved. The raised trunk lid had hidden him from the passenger. Now he yanked open the door and

dapped ahand over her unsuspecting yap.

Hewiggled the knife blade before her terrified eyes and spoke, raising his pitch in abad German accent,
one that wouldn't have made the cut even on Hogan's Her oes.

"Vun peep unt you ah dead!"

She glanced at his stocking-distorted face, made a soft noise that sounded like, " Gak," then shut her
mouth.

"Dat'sdaspirit.”

Jack replaced the hand over her mouth with the length of duct tape. Then he pulled her out of the front
and pushed her face down on the back seat where he taped her hands behind her back and wrapped up
her ankles.

Final touch: flipped her face up and taped over her eyes—avertical strip on each, then twice around the
head. Rolled her onto the floor, then got her buddy out of the trunk and went through the same
procedure on him.

All told, atwo-minute process. Maybe less.

Jumped into the driver's set, hit theignition, and they wererolling. Pulled off the stocking and rubbed his
itching face. Then he addressed hiswhimpering, struggling audience of two.

"Y ou ah probably vondering vhy | haff brought ustogezzer like zis. It issamattah of money. | need, you
gots. So vee ah dl going zumplace nize unt private vhere vee can make zee exchange. Nuzzing perzond.
Opportunity has knocked unt | haf anzzered. Do not giff me troubles unt you vill vak avay in vun piece.
Za issclear, yah?'

Hedidn't careif they bought the accent; he smply didn't want them to recognize his norma spesking
voice when they heard it. Becauseiif his plansworked out, they'd be hearing it fairly soon.
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After driving aimlesdy for twenty minutes, making asuccesson of unnecessary |efts and rights, bogus
three-point turns, Jack wasfairly lost. Hefigured if he was confused, his passengers had to be completely
disoriented.

Hefound Ditmars Boulevard again, reoriented himsalf, then meandered back to the Kentons house.
When he pulled into the driveway, Lyle and Charlie hurried out onto the front lawn. Jack jumped out and
motioned them to be quiet. He led them to the car and pointed through the rear window. The brothers
started when they saw the two bound forms on the back seat and turned to him with wide eyes. Jack
motioned them to open the garage door.



When the car had been moved inside and the door closed behind it, Jack motioned them into the house.

"They'rethe ones?' Lyle said, hisvoice barely above awhisper even though the car wasfar out of
earshot.

Jack nodded.

"The oneswho tried to run me down?'
"Thesame"

"But how did they wind up...?"

"Part of the service.”

"Who arethey?'

"Well find that out in a couple of minutes. By the way, | hope I'm hired. Otherwise I'll have to throw
them back."

"Don'tworry," Lylesaid. "You're hired. Y ou're so very hired. Do we sign a contract or something?”
"Yeah," Jack said, and stuck out hishand. "Hereitis."

Lyle shook it, then Charlie.

"That'sit?' Lylesad.

"That'sit."

"Ay, yo, you kidnapped them!" Charlie said.

"Technicdly, yes. Doesthat bother you?'

"No, but the cops, the FBI—"

"Won't ever hear about this. Those people never saw me, and they don't know their car is parked in your
garage.” Jack rubbed his hands together. Timeto learn alittle about the Kenton brothers. " So, the
question now is, what do you want to do to them? We can break their arms, break their legs, break their

He watched their expressions, was glad for the revulsion reflected there.
"Oh, man," Lyle said. "This afternoon | wanted blood. | wanted to kill them. Now..."

"Yeah," Jack said. "They are kind of pathetic looking. Personaly | prefer messing with headsto bresking
them.”

"Messwith their heads,” Charlie said, looking relieved. "Y eah, I'm down with that. Sound like the way to
go."

Lyle nodded. "Fine with me. How?"

"Firg off, somerules. Only | speak intheir presence, and I'll sound like Colond Klink. Not aword out of
you two because they might know your voices. We don't want them connecting you with this, right?’



They both nodded.

"Good. That settled, thefirst thing welll do istake them out of the car, lay them on the floor, strip search
them—"

"Y 0. Rewind there. Strip 'em?”

"Right. | think alittle humiliation will be good for the souls of acouple of attempted murderers, don't you?
Plus, it'll keep them cowed; nothing makes you fed more vulnerable and helpless than being without your
clothes. Ontop of dl that, it'll scare the hell out of them, wondering if weve got some twisted sexua
plansfor them.”

"But we dont, right?" Charlie said with a pleading |ook.

"You kidding?" Jack said. Y ou got alook a them. Having them lying around naked will be lots tougher
on usthan them."

"And after that?' Lyle sad.

"We comb through their clothes, their wallets and pocketbooks, the glove compartment, learn everything
we can about them, then decide how you guys get even.”

Jack noticed their reluctant expressions. Like true scam artists, they didn't like getting physical.
"If it makes you too uncomfortable, | can do it done. But thingsll move much fagter if | have some help.”
Lyleglanced a Charlie, then sghed. "Lead theway."
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Twenty minutes later they were back in the kitchen.

Jack dumped the man'swallet, the woman's pocketbook, and the contents of the glove compartment
onto the table, then began sorting through them.

Lyle had this dazed expression. He'd looked that way since they found a.32 caliber pistal in the trunk's
now-empty sparetire well.

"Those two people," he muttered. "They want me dead.”

"What givesyou that idea?"' Jack said. "Just because they shot at you, tried to burn down your house,
and run you down with their car?"

"Thisignt funny."
Jack looked up from the car registration and driver licenses held collected. He had to lighten this guy up.

"Damn right it's not funny. Especidly cutting their clothes off." He cringed at the memory of thewoman's
pale, squat, flabby body. "I had to keep mentdly dressing her."

Findly asmilefrom Lyle. Thiswas one mgor siff.

"Okay," Jack said. "From what | can gather here, we're dedling with amarried couple, Carl and Elizabeth
Fogter."

Lyle pulled astack of business cards from the purse and shuffled through them. "I'll be damned!”



"Notif | canhdpit,” Charliesad.

If Lyle heard, he didn't acknowledge the remark. " She's Madame Pomerol! I've heard of her. She was
on Letterman.”

Jack rarely watched talk shows. "Shée's big time?”

"Pretty much. Upper East Side. | hear she's been hot the past few years. Her name's popped up quite a
bit from my stters—a lot of them used to be Pomerol regulars.”

"Thereyou go," Jack said. ™Y ou know who, and now you know why."

"They Upper East Side?' Charlie said. "How come they got such ahooptie ride?"

Jack was about to explain that it was a city thing, but Lyle cut him off.

"Thebitch!" he muttered, fill staring & Madame Pomerol's business card. " Shetried to kill me!™

"The husband was driving the car that just missed you, don't forget,” Jack told him. "Looks like ajoint
effort tome."

"Yeah, but | bet she's been running the show.”

Charliesaid, "Y eah, well, don't redlly matter who was the shot cala. Theright-now red isthat our garage
isholdin’ two butt-naked honkiestied up like calves ready for daughter. What we gonna do with them?'

"Not sureyet," Jack said. He waswinging it here; usually he went into ajob with at least haf aplan, but
eventstonight had moved too swiftly. "The moreimmediate question is, What are we gonnado to them?'

Charlie was watching Jack. "What you mean, 'to"? | know they tried to hurt us—"
"They tried to kill us, Charlie" Lylesaid. "Not hurt us, kill us! Don't you forget that!"

"Al'ight. So they tried to off us. But that don't give usno right to off them." He wasfingering his WWJD
button again. "We gottaturn the other cheek and hand them over to the police.”

Jack didn't like the way thiswas going. "Do that and you leave yourself open for chargeslike assault and
battery, kidnapping, unlawful confinement, and who knowswhat dse" he said. "Y ou want that?"

"Noway," Chaliesad.
"And who sad anything about killing them?'
"Well, theway Lyletakin—"

Lylesaid, "I didn't mean we should kill them, Charlie. For Christ sake, you know me better than that! It's
just that | don't know what we've accomplished here besides figuring out who they are. We let them go
and they're right back on our asses tomorrow, trying to off usor run us out of town. | don't want to keep
looking over my shoulder, man. | want this done with!™

"That'swherel comein,” Jack said. He felt the adrendline sart to flow, singing dong his nerves asthe
beginnings of a plan took shape. He took one of the Madame Pomerol business cardsfrom Lyle and
waved it intheair. "Weve got their address. We've got a set of their keys. Let's seeif we can rig some
aurprisesfor them.”



Charlie nodded. "I'm down with that. What you got in mind?"

"Still working onit, but | think | can find afew waysto keep Madame Pomerol too distracted to worry
about bothering you. At least in the short run. We can worry about the long run later. But if I'm gonna
make amoveit'sgot to be tonight, and that means I'll need some help.” He turned to Charlie. "Where's
your key cutter?’

Charlie blinked and looked at Lyle. "Key cutter?

"I know you've got one. Take metoit. Werewasting time."

"Doit," Lylesad.

Charlie shrugged. "Okay. We doin' copies of their crib keys?"

"You got it. And whilewere at it, what do you keep in the way of spare partsfor your magic tricks?"
Charlie grinned. "Got boxes and boxes."

"Swell. Show me your stock and let's seeif you've got anything we can put to use.”

Jack didn't know how the night would turn out, but he knew held be alot later getting to Gias than held
planned. Had to give her acal soon. But not now. His blood was tingling and he felt more dive than he
hed in months.
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Lyle ground histeeth as he wandered into the garage for another check on Madame Pomerol and her
husband. Jack and Charlie had raced off to the city amost two hours ago, leaving him in charge of the...
what? Prisoners? Hostages? Human garbage?

Whatever they were they were back in their ca—the husband on the rear floor, Madame Pomerol on
the back seat, both face down. Lyle had taken the tattered remnants of the clothesthey'd cut off them
earlier and tossed them over their naked bodies. But that hadn't been enough, so he'd found an old
blanket to cover them. He didn't want to have to see their puckered, hairy asses every time he checked
on them.

Hisfury frightened him.

Mainly because the windows and doors had started opening themsalves again. Taking ashot at him,
trying to run him down, he could handle that. Where he came from, you understood that. But sneaking
into hishouse, changing it, wiring it to do srangethings....

His house, goddammit! Thefirst home held ever truly been ableto call his own, and these pathetic
lowlifes had invaded it, defiled it, made parts of it theirsinstead of his.

It made him crazy, made him look long and hard at the carving knivesin the kitchen, made him open their
car trunk and stare at the nickel-plated pistol they'd fired at him.

But as much as he could think of murder, he knew he couldn't doit. No killer in his heart.

Y et God, how held love to scare the shit out of these two. Grab them by their scrawny necks and drag
them through the rooms, holding their own pieceto their heads, threatening to art busting caps on them
if they didn't tell him what they'd done to his house, then stand over them and make them undo it, jab and
poke them with the barrel when they didn't move asfast as he wanted.



But Jack had said the Fosters mustn't know where they were, mustn't connect their abductionto Lyle
and Charlie Kenton. Lyle had never been oneto take orders blindly, but this Jack guy... Lylehad to
make an exception for him. Y ou pay aman that kind of bread, you'd better listen to him. Besides, the
man got things done.

The phonerang. Lyle checked the cdler ID and picked up when he recognized Charlie's cell number.
"Wethrough, bro," Charlie said. "We done our business and we headin’ home."
"What'd you do?'

"Tdl youwhen | get there, but lemmetell you, dawg, it fine! This Jack isrighteous! Now, we took care
of our end, you take care of yours. Seeya."

Lyle hung up and took adeep breath. My end... Jack had laid it out before leaving with Charlie.
Sounded easy then, but seemed risky now.

He took adeep breath and headed for the garage.
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Lyle stopped the Fogters car in the shadow of a construction Dumpster. With al the rebuilding till going
oninthefinancid digtrict, these things were on every other block; this one seemed particularly large and
isolated. Hekilled the lights and checked the street: nothing moving. This part of Manhattan was just
about the quietest pot in town on a Saturday night.

He checked his watch. Hed made good time. The BQE had been light so held followed it dl the way
down to the Brooklyn Bridge and across into lower Manhattan. He'd driven like atimid Sunday school
teacher, gticking to the speed limit al the way, sgnding every lane change, pending as much timelooking
in hisrearview mirror as through the windshield. The last thing he needed was to get stopped for some
minor violation and have to explain what was under the blanket in therear.

Lyle picked up the carving knife from the seat beside him and thumbed the edge. He noticed the blade
quiveringinthefant light.

I've got the shakes, he thought. He cast an angry glance over his shoulder. They should have the shakes.
But held never done anything like this before.
Let'sget thisover with.

He pulled the blanket off Madame Pomerol's flabby body, turned her over, gripped her under the arms,
and started dragging her from the car. She struggled and he could hear whimpers of fear through her gag,
her breath whistling in and out her nose. Sheld just spent hours stripped naked, bound, gagged, and
blindfolded. Both of them had to be terrified beyond anything they ever could have imagined.

Too bad, Lyle thought as helaid her out on the pavement. Just too goddamn bad.

Next he dragged her husband from the car and rolled him over, face down like hiswife. As soon asthe
man's belly flattened out on the asphalt, a puddie began to form around his mid-section.

What's the matter? Lyle wanted to shout. Think you're gonnadie? Think what you planned for meis
coming down on you?

He lowered the knife toward the woman and cut three quarters of the way through the tape binding her



wrigts, then did the same with the man. They'd be able to rip the rest of the way through without too
much difficulty.

He hopped back into their car and roared away, looking around, looking over his shoulder, wondering if
anyone had spotted him. Lyle was beginning to believe they might get away with this.

He drove to Chambers Street and parked by afire hydrant. He left the windows down, the doors
unlocked, and the trunk open; he left their cut-up clothes on the front seat but folded the blanket and
took that along. He dropped the keys through a sewer grate on hisway to the subway station on the
corner. He'd chosen this spot because the W train stopped here. It aso stopped in Astoria, six blocks
from hishouse.

While he was waiting for thetrain, as per Jack'singtructions, he found apay phone and dided 911. He
noticed hisfingers trembling asthey dropped the coinsinto the dot.

Damn! Hewas il juiced.

Hetold the operator he'd heard something that sounded like gunshots up on Chambers Street... said he
thought it had something to do with ayellow Corolla parked by a hydrant.

Thefirst thing the cops would do would be to check the glove compartment where they'd find the car
registration. Next they'd check the trunk and find the .32. Jack had said held give high odds that the gun
was unregistered.

When the Fogters reported the car stolen, they'd have to explain the unregistered pistol found in their
trunk, most likely with their printson it. If it could be linked to a crime, so much the better. If not, Jack
said he had further plans for Madame Pomerol.

Lylewas dying to know what he'd cook up next.
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Jack let himsdlf into Gia's house through the front door. He punched a code twice into the aarm
keypad—firgt to disarm, then to rearm it. He glided upstairs and spoke a soft hello into the dark
bedroom. Recelving a muffled mumblein reply, he ducked into the bathroom for a quick shower, then
dipped under the covers and snuggled againgt Gia.

"Y ou awake?' he said, nuzzling her neck.

She was wearing a short T-shirt and panties, and he was in the mood. He was definitely in the mood.
"How was your night?' she muttered through barely mobilelips.

"Great. How was yours?'

"Londy."

Jack dipped ahand under her shirt and cupped abreast. It fit perfectly in hishand.

"Just hold me, Jack, okay? Just hold me.”

"Not in the mood?'

"Sometimesagirl just likesto be held.”



Concerned, he rdeased her breast and folded his arms around her. Couldn't remember thelast time Gia
had referred to hersdlf asa"girl."

"Anything wrong?"

"Jugt lying herethinking."

"About what?'

"Posshilities”

"Oh? Got to be about amillion of them out there for you. All good.”

"l wish | wereso sure”

"Y ou're worried about something,” he said, pulling her closer. "I sensed it this afternoon. What's up?"
"Likel sad, just thinking about possibilities... and the big changesthey might bring."
"Good changes or bad?'

"Depends on how you look at them."

"Yourelosng mehere

Giasighed. "I know. I'm not trying to be mysterious. It'sjust... Sometimesyou worry."
"About what?'

Sheturned and kissed him. "Nothing. Everything."

"If something's bothering you, shouldn't | know?"

"Y ou should. And when thereés—when it's something real—youll be thefirst to know."
She did her hand down his abdomen and gripped him.

"What about just being hed?' he said, ingtantly responding.

"Sometimesthat's plenty... and other timesit's not quite enough.”

IN THE IN-BETWEEN

Other less frightening memories have filtered back to the nameless and placeless one... glimpses
of tall buildings and sunlit yards, all so tantalizingly familiar, and yet so resolutely out of reach.

But as comforting as these memories are, they do not lessen the ambient rage. What they
represent is gone, and the sense of loss intensifies the rage. The only thing that tempersthe fury,
keeps it from consuming the nameless one in a blinding explosion is confusion... and loneliness...
and loss.

If it had eyes, it would cry.

Sill unable to fathomitsidentity and location, it senses a vague purpose behind its awakening.
Like the source of the flitting memory fragments, the nature of the purpose remains elusive. Yet it
isthere, ripening. Soon, nurtured by the rage, it will blossom.



And then someone, something must die...

IN THE WEE HOURS

Lyle awoke to the sound of music... apiano... something classical. The ddlicate melody sounded
vaguely familiar, but he couldn't identify it. Hed bought some classica CDsfor background musicinthe
waiting room, but he'd picked them a random and never listened to them himsdlf. Never understood why
people liked classicd; but then, he couldn't understand why people liked to drink Scotch ether.

Charlie? Not achance. Not Charliestaste at dl. And Charlie was in the sack. HEd come back from his
night ride with Jack babbling about how bustin' he was, how they'd st it up to give Madame Pomerol a
taste of her own medicine, and how he wished he could be there when it went down. But then he'd faded
fast and said goodnight.

Lylethrew off the sheet and swung his feet to the floor. He didn't want to know the time. Whatever it
was, it wastoo late. He'd given up on trying to keep the windows closed so he'd turned off the AC and
gone to bed with them open. The temperature at the moment wasn't too bad, though.

But what's with the music? The same song over and over.

Had Madame Pomerol and her husband screwed with hismusic system aswell? After last night hed
hoped held heard the last of them.

AsLyle pounded down the stairs toward the waiting room, he noticed something about the music. ..
thin... just apiano. Where were the strings and the rest of the orchestra? And then herealized it wasn't a
CD... itwaslive... someonewas playing the piano in the waiting room.

He burst into the room and stopped dead on the threshold. The lights were out. The only illumination
camefrom thefaint glow of the street lights through the open front door. A dark figure sat at the piano,
tinkling away onthekeys.

Lyle's shakesfrom earlier in the evening returned, now more from dread than adrenaline, as he reached
for thelight switch. Hefound it, hesitated then flipped it.

He groaned with relief when he saw Charlie seated on the piano bench, his back to him. Charli€'s head
wasturned, hiseyes closed, asmdl smile playing about hislips as hisfingers danced over the keys. He
seemed to be enjoying himself.

Thelook on hisface sent atrickle of ice water down Lyle's spine.
"Charlie?' Lylesad, closing the front door and moving closer. "Charlie, what are you doing?'

He opened his eyes, they were glassy. "I'm playing 'Fur Elise.’ It'smy favorite” Charliesvoice... but not
hisdiction. He looked like he used to get back in his pre-born again days when he was doing a couple of
bluntsanight.

The cold spinetrickle became atorrent. Charlie didn't play piano. And even if he did, he wouldn't be
diddling thislight-fingered tune with the funny name.

Lylestonguefdt thick, sticky. "When did you learn to play piano, Charlie?!



"I hed my first lesson when | wassix.”

"No, you didn't." He put his hand on his brother's shoulder and gave it agentle shake. "Y ou know you
didn't. What are you pulling here?'

"Just practicing." He picked up the tempo. "I've got to play this note perfect for my recitd.”
"Sopit, Charlie”

He played faster, hisfingersflying over the keys. "No. I've got to play it twenty timesaday to make
Uure—"

Lyle reached over and grabbed his brother'swrigts. He tried to pull them away from the keyboard but his
brother fought him. Findly Lylethrew al hisweight intoiit.

"Charlie, please?'

They both came away from the piano together, Charlie tipping over backward on the piano seat and
landing on thefloor, Lyle staggering but keeping hisfeet.

For aningtant Charlie glared a him from thefloor, his eyes blazing with rage, then hisface cleared.
"Lyle?

"Charlie, what on—?" Then Lyle saw the blood on the front of his shirt. "Oh, Christ! What happened?'
Charlie stared up at him with abewildered look. "What goin' on, bro?"

He started to rise but Lyle pushed him back. "Don't move! Y ou've been hurt!”

Charlielooked down at the glistening red stain on the front of his shirt, then looked up again.

"Lyle?' Hiseyeswere afrad. "Lyle, what—?"

Lyletried not to loseit. His brother, something awful had happened to his baby brother. They'd been
through so much and now... and now...

Hewanted to run for the phoneto call Emergency Services, but was afraid to leave Charlies side. There
might be something he could do, needed to do right now to make sure he survived until help arrived.

"Takeyour shirt off and let's see. Maybe it's not so bad.”
"Lyle, what wrong with you?'

Lyledidn't want to seethis. If it was only half asbad asit looked it was till terrible. He yanked up
Charlids shirt—

And gaped.

The skin of his chest was unbroken, without atrace of blood. Lyle dropped to his knees before him and
touched hisskin.

"What on earth?"

Where had dl that blood come from? He yanked the shirt back down and gasped when he found it clean
and dry and pristine white, asif fresh from the dryer.



"Lyle?' Charliesaid, adifferent kind of fear in hiseyes now. "What happenin’ here?1sthisadream?1
went to bed, next thing I know, I'm here on the floor."

"Y ou were playing the piano.” He struggled to hisfeet and helped Charlie up. "Don't you remember?”
"Noway. You know | cant—"

"But you were. And playing pretty well."

"But how?'

"l wishto hdl | knew."

Charlie grabbed hisarm. "Maybethat it. Maybe that crack in the celar |et alittle bit of hell into this
house. Or maybe there dways been abit of hell in this place, consderin’ what happened here over the
years. Whatever it is, it's gettin' to you."

Lylewas about to tell his brother to cool it with that shit when the front door unlocked itself and swung
open.

SUNDAY

1

Giacleaned up the breakfast dishes. Not atask she minded asarule, but today ... scraping leftover
scrambled eggs from the bottom of afrying pan roiled her aready queasy stomach. The eggs had been
for Jack; she'd whipped them up and mixed in crumbled soy bacon strips for adon't-ask, don't-tell
breakfast. He hadn't asked if he was eating real bacon and she hadn't told. Not that he would have
minded. Jack ate just about everything. Sometimes, when he wasin his Where's-the-beef? mode, he'd
complain about too many vegetables, but he rardly failed to clean hisplate. A good boy. She never had
to tell him about the starving children in China.

Hed said he had an appointment with anew customer this morning—someone who claimed he couldn't
wait until Monday—and had wandered off to the townhouse'slittle library to kill sometime before he had
to leave.

"How about a shnackie?' he said as he wandered back.

She looked up and smiled a him. ™Y ou just ate breakfast an hour ago.”
He rubbed his stomach. "I know, but | need allittle shomething."

"How about aleftover bage ?'

"Shuper.”

"Y ou've been reading one of Vicky's Mutts books, haven't you?!
"Yesh"

"Well, get yoursdf out of Mooch mode and I'll toast you one.™

He sat down. "After aweek of thisyou'll never get meto leave." Helooked at her. "Wouldn't be so bad
if | sayed, would it?"



Oh, no. Their recurrent topic of contention: whether or not to live together.

Jack voted yes, and had been pushing for it—gently, but persistently—since late last year. He wanted to
be abigger part of Vicky'slife, bethe kind of father her redl father had never been.

"It would be great,” Giasaid. "As soon aswere married.”

Jack sighed. ™Y ou know I'd marry you in aheartbest if | could, but..."

"But you can't. Because aman with no officiad existence can't apply for amarriage license.”
"Isapiece of paper so important?”

"Weve been over this before, Jack. Marriage wouldn't matter if | weren't Vicky's mother. But | am. And
Vicky's mom does not have alive-in boyfriend, or manfriend, or significant other, or whatever the latest

accepted term is.”

An archaic mindset. Giafregdly admitted that, and had no problem with it. The values by which she guided
her life were not weather vanes, changing direction with every shift of the socid climes, they werethe
bedrock on which she'd grown up, and they till felt solid underfoot. They formed her comfort zone. She
didn't care to impose them on anyone el se, and conversdly, didn't want anyone elsetelling her how to
raise her child.

She believed in raising achild by example. Definitely hands-on, setting rules and limits, but being bound
by her own rulesaswell. None of this do-as-I-say-not-as-1-do nonsense. If Giawanted Vicky to tell the
truth, then Giamust never lig; if Giawanted Vicky to be honest, then Giamust never cheat.

The perfect example had presented itself last week when she and Vicky had gone to the liquor store.
Knowing Jack would be around alot during Vicky's absence, Gia had picked up a case of beer, plusa
couple of bottles of wine. On the way out of the store Vicky whispered that the cashier hadn't scanned
one of thewines. Giahad checked her receipt and, sure enough, Little Miss Never-Miss-a-Trick was
right. She'd turned around, pointed out the error, and paid for the extra bottle. The clerk was astounded,
the manager had wanted to give her the bottle for free, and two other customers waiting on line had
looked at her asif to say, What planet are you from?

"Why didn't you just keep the bottle, Mom?' Vicky had asked.
"Because it waan't mine"
"But no oneknew."

"Y ou knew. And once you told me, | knew. And then keeping it would have made me athief. | dontt
want to beathief.”

Vicky had nodded at the obvious truth of that and then started talking about the dead bird sheld seen
yesterday.

But living the life she wanted Vicky to live meant sacrifices. It meant no moving in with Jack, no Jack
moving in with her. Becauseif Sixteen-year-old Vicky one day asked if her boyfriend could moveinto her
bedroom, Giawanted to be able to look her daughter straight in the eye when she said no.

How in theworld could Giaever explain to Vicky her love for Jack? She couldn't explain it to herself.
Jack flouted dl the rules, thumbed his nose at society's most basic conventions, and yet... hewasthe
most decent, most mordl, truest man sheld met since leaving lowa



But as much as sheloved him, she wasn't sure she wanted to live with him. Or with anyone e se, for that
matter. She liked her space, and she and Vicky had plenty of that here on Sutton Square. This
high-priced, oak-paneled, antique-studded piece of East Side real estate belonged to the Westphaen
family, of which Vicky wasthe last surviving member. Her aunts had |eft the townhouse and most of their
condderable fortunesto her in their wills, but they were listed as missing instead of dead. 1t would be
years before the place and the fortunes were officially Vicky's, but until then the executor let them live

here to keep up the property.

So... if Giaand Jack ever cameto aliving arrangement, she and Vicky would not be moving to Jack's
little two-bedroom apartment. Hed come here. After they were married.

"What do we do, then?' he said.
She buttered the bagel and placed it before him. "We go on aswe are. I'm happy. Aren't you?”
"Sure" Hesmiled a her. "But | could be happier waking up with you every morning.”

That part sheld love. But therest... she wasn't sure she could handle living with Jack. He kept bizarre
hours, sometimes out dl night if one of hisjobs caled for it. She became aware of these incidents only
after the fact; sheld deep through the night thinking he was safein his gpartment watching one of his
strange old movies. Living with Jack would change dl that. Sheld be wide awake wondering where he
was, if he wasin danger, praying hed come back in one piece, or come back at all.

Sheld be awreck. Shedidn't know if she could live like that.
Better thisway. At least for now. But what if...?

Gia suppressed agroan of frugtration. If only she knew the results of that pregnancy test. She'd sneaked
acdl to Dr. Eagleton's service while Jack wasin the library and was told she was off until Monday. The
same uncooperative doctor was covering for her, so Giadidn't bother calling him. She'd have to wait till
tomorrow.

She watched Jack wolf down hisbagdl. If that test comes out positive tomorrow, she thought, what will
you say?

2

"Thisiswack, dawg!" Charlie said angrily, dapping the newspaper againg the kitchen table and rattling
the breakfast dishes. "Totaly wack!"

Lylelooked up at his brother over the edge of the Times sports section. ™Y ou okay?'

He'd been worried about Charlie since that strange episode last night, but Charlie seemed unconcerned;
maybe because he didn't believe held been playing the piano. He thought Lyle had had another
nightmare.

And who could blame him? Especidly after Lyle wailing about blood al over his chest and then finding
no wound. But thiswas the second time he'd seen Charlie with aholein hischest. Hedidn't believein
premonitions, and considering what he'd been seeing, he didn't want to.

As he sat here with the sun and a summer breeze pouring through the open—what & se?—windows,
worrying about portents of future calamities seemed silly.

"Triptothis" Charlie said, amixture of anger and disgust twisting his features as he shoved a section of



the News acrossthetable. "Top right column.”

When Lyle saw the headline he had a premonition—oh, yes—as to what it was about. Thefirst sentence
confirmedit.

SHE SHOULD'VE SEEN IT COMING Elizabeth Foster, known to certain wedthy Manhattanites as
psychic advisor Madame Pomerol, was picked up in thefinancid district last night wearing nothing but a
large piece of cardboard. Her husband Carl was similarly attired. The couple explained that they had
been driving near their home on the Upper East Side when suddenly they were "aported” out of their
ca—and their clothes as well!'—by mischievous spirits who were angry at them. The spiritswhisked
them through the night and dumped them naked in Lower Manhattan. Madame Pomerol claimsthat
certain spiritsare angry a her for forcing them to return many itemsthat they have previoudy stolen from
her clients.

"l don't believethid" Lyle said, looking up a Charlie. " She's turning the whole thing into acommercia for
hersdf!”

Heread on...

Two years ago, Madame Pomerol was just another among the scores of spiritualist mediums working the
city's psychic beat until she appeared on The Late Show with David Letterman. Although Letterman
generdly madelight of her psychic claims during her appearance, the exposure made her a celebrity and
she has become one of the most prominent and prosperous mediumsin the five boroughs.

Despite her claims of psychic ahilities, however, Madame Pomerol didn't know where her car was.
Police had to tell her that they'd located it shortly after they found her, not on the Upper East Side where
she claimed to have been snatched from it, but on Chambers Street, a short distance from where the
couple was found.

"The spirits must have apported the car after they apported us," Madame Pomerol said.

The psychic couldn't explain how thiswas done. Nor could she explain the .32 cdiber pistol found inthe
trunk of the car, other than to say that, "The malicious spirits must have placed it there. They want to get
me into trouble because they're furious a my ability to undo their mischief.”

The Fosters were not charged at thistime, but might be in the future, pending investigation of the wegpon.
"They damn well better be charged!" Lyle said. "They tried to kill me with that gun!"

"She pretty quick on her feet, ain't she" Charliesaid.

"Y eah. Too quick, maybe."

That harpy had turned what should have been humiliation into a publicity stunt. Lyle wondered if he
would have been quick enough to do the same.

Charliesaid, "Ay, yo, leastways now she got something el se to think about besides us."

"Y eah. She and the mister have got to be worried about that gun. But even if they skate on that, maybe
al thispublicity'll help her pick up enough new business so shelll stop caring about the clientswe
sphoned off."

Charlie grinned. "She ain't gonna be so crazy about one new client comin' in today, know'm sayin'?"



"Y ou mean Jeck."
"Y eah, my whodi, Jack."
"Youredly like him, don't you."

Charlie nodded. "1 first saw him I'm thinkin', thisthe guy gonna pull our butts outta the fire? Nuh-uh. But
was| off. My bad. He rag out like some kindabama, but he thefurillagorilla, bro.”

Lylefdt atwinge of jedousy at the admiration in hislittle brother's voice.
"Think he's up to putting Madame Pomeral in her place?’

Charlie shrugged. "Sure had her in her place last night, yo. We checked her gppointments when we was
over her ‘temple.’ She got four flush fish set for agroup stting this afternoon. Jack gonnatry to wheedle
hisway in." Hegrinned. "And that's when the fun'll begin, know'm sayin?'

"We should be doing our own Sunday sittings,” Lyle said. They'd been over this countlesstimes before,
but he couldn't help bringing it up again. "It would be abig day for us. People are home, it'sa spiritua
day, and if they're not going to church, maybe they'd come here."

Charliesgrin vanished. "I told you, Lyle, you do asttin' on a Sunday, you do it without me. | hope
someday | beforgiven for what | help you do the other six days of the week, but | know I'll burnin hell
surefor luring Godfearing folks away from praisng the Lord on a Sunday. If | ever—"

Lyle started as a voice spoke from the adjoining room. He gripped the edge of the table and was hafway
to hisfeet when he recognized Bugs Bunny.

"The TV," hesad, feding his muscles sart to uncoil. For some reason it had suddenly blared to life. He
glanced at Charlie. Y ou got the remote in your pocket or something?”'

Charlie shook his head. "No way. Never touched it."

They both jumped at the sound of gunfire, then Lyleredlized that too came from the TV. He might have
laughed then, but it wasn't funny. The TV room was what remained of the old dining room, which used to
connect to what was now the waiting room, but they'd closed off the opening during the remodding. No
way in or out of the TV room now except through here, the kitchen.

Lyle stared at his brother for an uneasy moment, then he picked up aknife and straightened to hisfest.
No way anyone could bein there, but it never hurt to be ready.

"Let'sgo seewhat'sup.”

Knife held low againgt histhigh, Lyle stepped into the next room, but found it empty. On the screen the
early, long-snouted Bugs was taunting a shotgun-toting Elmer Fudd. Lyle spotted the Cartoon Network
logo nestled in the lower right corner.

"Y ou been watching cartoons?' he asked Charlie.
"Not lady."

He glanced around, found the remote on the recliner, and hit the number of the Wegther Channd. "Might
aswell see what the wesather's going to be."

The Weather Channel came on, but the set immediately flipped back to the Cartoon Network. Lyletried



again, with the same result. Annoyed now, he punched random numbers, but the set dways returned to
the Cartoon Network.

"What isthis shit?"

He went to the window and peered outside.

"What you looking for?' Charliesaid.

"Oh, I've heard stories of pranking kids using auniversa remote on aneighbor's set.”
The yard was empty.

"Y 0, maybeit the Fosters, you know, messing with our heads again.”

"This seemstoo petty, even for them. Besides, I'm pretty sure they've got other things on their mindsthis
morning.”

Hell with it, he thought, and hit the power button.

The screen went dark. But a second later it buzzed to life again. He hit power haf adozen timesin arow
but the damn set kept turning itself back on.

Chaliesad, "Lemme ded with this
He reached behind the set and pulled the power plug, killing the picture.
Lyle held out ahand for afive. "Now why didn't | think of—"

They both jumped asthe screen it again, thistime with Jerry the mouse flattening the head of Tom the cat
with afrying pan. Lyle pointed to the plug in Charli€'s hand.

"Y ou must have pulled the wrong one.”

"The other'sthe VCR. Look &t it. The display ill lit."

"Pull it anyway."

Charlie reached back and yanked out the other cord, but Tom and Jerry kept up their nonstop mayhem.
Charlie threw down the cords asif they were live snakes. "'I'm geese, man.”

"Hey, don't bail on me. Y ou're the eectronics guru here. Figure thisout.” But Charlie kept moving,
disappearing into the kitchen. "Where you going?'

"Wherel go every Sunday at ten: church. Y ou should give it a shot, bro, because there ain't nothin'
electronic wrong with that TV. It's haunted, yo, know'm sayin? Haunted?"

Lyle turned and watched the cartoon characters race about on the screen of the unplugged TV. After the
last couple of night's crazy visons of Charlie with aholein his chest, Lyle had begun to wonder if he
might be cracking up. But he wasn't imagining this TV thing. They'd both seeniit.

No way he was buying into ahaunted TV set, though. There had to be an explanation, arationa
one—like somekind of battery insde—and he was going to find it.

Lyle headed for the garage and histoolbox...



3

Jack sat intherear of Julio'sand sized up hislatest potential customer. The man had introduced himself
smply as Edward, without offering hislast name, a precaution Jack could appreciate.

A few of theregularswere dready at the bar getting their first dose of the day. Morning sun filtered
through the funera procession of dead ferns, Wandering Jews, and spider plantslining the front window,
then moved on to light up the cloud of tobacco smoke hovering over the bar. Jack'swasthe only table
without the burden of upended chairs. The relatively cool air back herein the shadowswouldn't last; the
day was promising to be a scorcher. Julio had opened the rear door for cross ventilation, to waft out the
smdll of stale beer before he had to close up and turn onthe AC.

He approached now with a coffee pot.
"Y ou want anything in the Java, meng?' he said as herefilled Jack's cup. "Little hair o' the dog?’

Julio had his name on the front window. He was short and muscular, with a pencil-line mustache. And he
stank.

"Had a canine-free night," Jack said, and tried to ignore the odor. HE'd got hisfirst cup up front, which
Julio had poured from the far side of the bar. He hadn't noticed the smell then.

Julio shrugged and turned to the customer. "Top you of f?"
"That would belovely," Edward said with a Barry Fitzgerald brogue.

Cometo think of it, he sort of looked alittle like Barry Fitzgerald too: sixty-five, maybe even seventy
from thelook of his gnarled hands, white hair, compact frame, twinkling blue eyes. He was oddly
dressed: on top hewore agraying T-shirt that might have been white once but had spent too many cycles
inwith the dark wash; below the waist he was dressed for afunera with black suit pants—shiny inthe
seat from wear—and black socks and shoes. He'd brought alarge manila envel ope that lay between
them on the table.

Edward frowned and sniffed. He rubbed his nose and looked around for the source of the odor. Jack felt
he had to say something.

"Okay, Julio, what'sthe new aftershave?’

Julio grinned. "It'scalled Chiquita. Grest, huh?"

"Only if you'retrying to attract radica chickswho happen to be nostagic for the smell of tear gas.”
"You dont likeit?' He got ahurt expression. He turned to Edward. "Whét you think, meng?'
Edward rubbed his nose again. "Wel, I, um—"

"Y ou ever been Maced, Edward?' Jack said.

"Well, no, | can't say that | have."

"Wedll, | have, and it's pretty closeto Chiquita."

Just then the old Wurlitzer 1080 against the front wall roared to life with " Paradise by the Dashboard
Light."



Jack groaned. "Mestloaf? Before noon? dulio, you've got to be kidding!"
"Yo, Lou!" dulio called, turning toward the bar. ™Y ou play that, meng?’

A rhetorical question. Everyone in the place—except Edward, of course—knew Lou had ajonesfor
Mestloaf songs. If he had the money, and if the other regulars didn't strangle him aong theway, held play
them dl day and al night. One night a couple of years ago he overdid it. Played "Bat Out of Hell" onetoo
many times. Some writer from LA—afriend of Tommy's, thisjolly-looking guy Jack never would have
guessad had it in him—pulled out a.357 and killed the machine. Julio had picked up this classc Wurlitzer
asareplacement and didn't want it shot up like its predecessor.

Lou shrugged, grinning and showing sixty-year-old teeth stained with fifty-nine years of nicotine. "Could
m"

"What | tell you 'bout Megtloaf when the sun out, en? What | tell you?' He strode over to the jukebox
and pulled the plug.

"Hey!" Lou cried. "l got money inthere!”

"Youjus logtit."

The other regulars laughed as L ou hamimphed and returned to his shot and beer.
"Thank you, Julio," Jack muttered.

Mestl oaf's opuses were hard to take on any day—twenty-minute songs with the same two or threelines
repeated over and over for the last third—but on a Sunday morning. .. Sunday morning required
something melow aong the lines of Cowboy Junkies.

"So, Edward," Jack said after asip of his coffee, "how did you get my name?"

"'Someone mentioned to me once that he'd enlisted your services. He said you did good work and
weren't onefor telling tales.”

"Did he? Mind telling me who that someone might be?*

"Oh, I don't think helll be wanting meto talk about him, but he had only good things to say about you.
Except for your fee, that is. He wasn't too keen on that.”

"Do you happen to know what | did for him?"

"l don't think helll be wanting meto talk about that either.” He leaned forward and lowered hisvoice.
"Especidly snceit wasn't exactly legd.”

"Can't believe everything you hear," Jack said.

"Areyou teling methen," Edward said, flashing aleprechaun's grin, "that you're as gosspy asthe village
spinster and you work for free out of the goodness of your Christian heart?'

Jack had to smile. "No, but | like to know how my customersfind me. And | like to know which ones
are shooting their mouths off."

"Oh, don't worry about thislad. Hesavery careful sort. Told mein the strictest confidence. | might be
the only one he's ever told."



Jack figured held let the referrd origin go for now and find out what thislittle man wanted from him.
"Y our call mentioned something about your brother.”

"Yes. My brother Eli. I'm very concerned about him."

"Inwhat way?'

"| fear he's... well, I'm not quite sure how to be putting this." He seemed dmost guilty. "I fear hélll be
after getting himsdlf into terrible trouble soon.”

"What kind of trouble and how soon?"

"The next couple of days, I'm afraid.”

"And thetrouble?'

"Hell be getting violent, hewill."

"Y ou mean, going out and beating people up?'

Edward shrugged. "Perhapsworse. | can't say.”

"Worse? Are we talking about some sort of homicida maniac here?

"| can be assuring you that he's arather proper sort most of thetime. He owns a business, right herein
thecity, but a certaintimeshe... wdll... | think he goes off hishead.”

"And you think one of those timesis soon. That'swhy this couldn't wait till tomorrow."

"Exactly." He wrapped hisfingers around his coffee cup asif to warm them. But thiswasn't January, it
wasAugust. "I'm afraid it's going to be very soon."”

"What makesyou think so?'

"Themoon."

Jack leaned back. Oh, no. He's not going to tell me his brother's awerewolf. Please say he's not.
"Why, isit full?'

"Quite the opposite. Tomorrow isthe new moon.”

New moon... that sent aripple through Jack's gut, tossing him back afew months to when the drawing
of some very specia blood from avery specia vein had to be timed to the new moon.

But thisdidn't sound anything like that.
"Lunatic... theorigin of thewordis lima... moon."

"Yes, | know," Edward said. "And it's not asif this happens every new moon. It'sjust thet it's going to
happen this one.”

"How do you know?'

"Hli toldme™"



"Hetold you he'sgoing to go wilding or something tomorrow night and—"

"It could be tonight. Or Tuesday night. The new moon phase lasts more than one day, don't you know."
"Why would hetell you?'

"Hejugt... wanted meto know, | guess.”

Jack knew the answer to the next question but felt obliged to ask. "Just where do you think | fit in?"

"Well, it's not something | can be going to the police with, isit now. And I'm too old to be doing it mesdif.
So | was hoping you'd be watching over him."

Jack had been afraid of that. Guardian angel to some lunatic. Make that new lunatic.
"Afraid not, Ed. I'm not in the bodyguard business.”

"Wait, now. It'snot like areal bodyguarding job. Y ou wouldn't be after protecting him from someone
else. You'd only be protecting him from himsdf. Andit'sonly for three days, lad. Three days!"

Jack shook his head. "That's the problem. No way | can spend three days baby-sitting some wacko.”
"It wouldn't be three whole days. Just at night, after he closes his shop.”

"Why do you need me at al? Why not just hire a professiona bodyguard?| can get you a couple of
numbers”

"Oh, no," Edward said, vigoroudy shaking his head. "It'simperative that he not know he's being watched
over."

"L et me get thisgtraight: you want me to bodyguard your brother without him knowing his body's being
guarded?’

"Exactly. And the beauty part is, you might not be having to do athing. He might not go off at dl. But if
he does, you can be there to restrain him, and perhaps be preventing him from hurting himself or anyone
elseinthe process.”

Jack shook hishead. Too weird.

"Please!" Edward said, hisvoicerising. He reached into his back pocket and wriggled out athick
legdl-size envelope. Histrembling hands unfolded it and pushed it acrossthe table. "1 scraped together
every spare cent | have. Please, takeit al and—"

"It'snot amatter of money," Jack said. "It'stime. | can't spend dl night watching thisguy.”

"Then don't! Just watch him from the time he closes his shop till, say, midnight. We're talking about afew
hoursanight for three nights, lad. Surdly you can do that.”

Edward's intense concern, dmost anguish, for his brother wormed under Jack's skin. Three nights... not
forever. The only other fix-it he had running was the Kenton brothers, and he didn't think watchdogging
their place would be necessary after last night.

"All right," Jack sghed. "For three nights, | suppose | can give you something.”
Edward reached across and grasped both Jack's hands. " Oh, blessyou, lad, that's wonderful!



Wonderful!"
"| said 'something.' No guarantees.”
"I know you'll be doing your best. I know you won't let me down."

Jack pushed the envelope back toward Edward. "Give me half of that. I'll keep an eye on him for three
nights. If nothing happens—that is, if | don't haveto step in and restrain him—well cal it even. If there's
any rough stuff, any at dl, you owe methe other half.”

"Fair enough,” Edward said as he lowered the envelopeinto his lap and began counting the bills. "More
then fair, actudly.”

"And spesking of rough stuff, it may come down to putting the hurt on him if he decides not to lisen to
reason."

"Hurt? How?'

"Disable him. Put him down hard enough so that he won't be able to get back up.”

Edward sghed. "Do what you mugt. I'll trust in your judgment.”

"Right," Jack said, leaning forward. "Now that that's settled, where is he and what does he look like?"
Edward jutted his chin a the manilaenvelope on thetable. "Youll befindingit dl in there”

Jack opened the flap and pulled out adip of paper plus acandid photo of abalding man who appeared
to be about sixty years old. Jack stared at the upper-body shot; the man's face was partially turned

avay.
"Doesn't look much likeyou."

"We had different mothers.”

"So he'sredly your haf-brother.”

Edward shrugged and kept counting bills.
Jack said, "Don't you have a better photo?'

"I'm afraid not. Eli doesn't like to be photographed. He'd be upset if he knew | took that one. | wish |
could be telling you more about him, but we weren't raised together, so | hardly know him."

"But he came to you and told you he was going to do something crazy?"
"Yes. It'sthewerdest thing now, isn't it?"

"I don't know about the ‘weirdest,’ but it earns a spot in the ‘'odd' category.”
Jack glanced at the sheet of paper. "Eli Bdlitto" was printed in large | etters.
"Bdlitto?" Jack said. "That's not an Irish name."

"Who sad it was?'

"Nobody, but, | mean, you've got this Irish accent and that's an Italian name.”



"And because the'O' ison the wrong end you're after saying that Eli can't be Irish? Would you believe
that where | grew up in Dublin we had a Schwartz on our block? God's truth. His accent was thicker
than mine, don't you know. My American uncle cameto visit and couldn't understand aword he said.
And then there was—"

Jack held up his hands surrender style. "Point made, point taken." He tapped hisfinger on the downtown
address below the name. "What's this 'Shurio Coppe' mean?”

"That'sthe name of his shop. He sdlls—"

"Don't tell me. Curios, right?’

Edward nodded. "Antiques, odd stuff, rare books, and al sorts of grotesque thingies.”
"Where's his home?'

"Right over the sore.”

Wl now, Jack thought. Isn't that convenient. It meant he wouldn't haveto trail thisbozo al the way out
to someplace like Massapequafor the next three nights.

"When's close-up time?"

"The gore? Usudly at nine, but hell close early tonight because it's Sunday. Y ou'll be wanting to get
there before six."

He handed Jack the thinned envelope and stuffed the remaining billsinto his pants pocket. Then he
leaned back, closed hiseyes, and placed ahand over his heart.

"Youdl right?" Jack said, thinking he might be having aheart attack.

Edward opened his eyes and smiled. "I am now. I've been worried sick about this since hetold me. | felt
| had to be doing something, and now | have. I'd never be forgiving mesdf if he hurt some poor
innocent..." He stopped, glanced at hiswatch, then dapped his hands on the table. "Wdll, I've taken up
enough of your time, Mister Repairman. I'll be letting you get on with your day.”

Jack waved and watched him thread hisway through the tables and disappear out the door. He thumbed
through the billsin the envelope and stared at the photo of Eli Bdllitto. Two days, two fix-it jobs. Not
bad. Although this Bellitto ded wasn't exactly afix-it. More like preventive maintenance.

He glanced at the clock over the bar's free beer tomorrow... sign. Timeto get rolling. Had to get home
and fix himsdlf up for his date with Madame Pomeral.

4
"Y our dad gave adef sermon thismorning,” Charlie Kenton said.

He stood next to Sharleen Sparks at the sink in the basement of the New A postles Church. After the
morning service hed come down here with her and afew other volunteersto pitch in on the church's
weekly Sunday dinner for the poor and homeless. The sink was old and rusted, the big gas oven battered
and scarred, but both did their jobs. The linoleum floor curled up in the corners, the old tin ceiling flaked
here and there, but aspirit of love and giving that Charlie sensed around him madeit al fed new. Hed
just peeed hisway through thefirst haf of abushe bag of potatoes; hisfingers ached but he didn't mind
a dl. It wasfor agood cause.



"Yes, prase God," shesaid. "Hewasin rare form today."

Charlie glanced up from the potato he was pedling to steal apeek at her, wondering what to say next.
Had to say something. He'd been waiting for achanceto talk to her done, now he had it and hismind
wasflatlined. Maybe it was her beauty, insde and out, or the fact that she didn't seem to know shewas
beautiful.

She had corn-rowed hair, huge brown eyes, and a smile that made his knees go gumby. She was wearing
awhite T-shirt under her loose denim overalls, the bib front doing a poor job of hiding her full breasts.
Hetried not to look at them.

Hed never been thistongue-tied before his conversion. Back in those days he'd been some kinda playa,
ragged out in chains and silk, always stocking alittle powder and some boo-yaaweed. The women he
called bitches and bizzos back then painted on their clothes and faces, worewigs and big jingly zirconium
earrings. Not one thing real about them, but they was easy. Hed sidle up to one, offer ataste of thisor
that to get her loose, mack her up and down with afew sweet lines, and soon they'd be heading to his
place or hers.

He shook hishead. A life of sin. But he had therest of hislife to make up for it.
"Sharleen,” said adeep voice, "do you mind if Charlesand | have afew private words?"

Charlie Kenton looked up to see Reverend Josiah Sparks, abig man whose black face was made dl the
blacker by the mane of white hair and beard that wregthed it. Hed just arrived after trading the clerical
suit and collar hed worn at the service for awork shirt and bib-front overdlslike his daughter's.

Sharleen gave Charlie aconcerned look. "Oh, um, sure Daddy.”

After shed moved away to one of the stoves, the rev peered a him through the thick lenses of hisrimless
glasses. "Have you given more thought to the matter we've been discussng?”

"Yes, Rev. Every day."

The Reverend Sparks took up aknife and began quartering the peeled potatoes, then throwing the
piecesinto a pot. Eventually they'd be boiled and mashed.

"And what have you decided?’

Charlie hesitated. "Nothing definite yet."

"It'syour soul that's at stake, son. Y our immortal soul. How can there be even an ingtant of indecison?’
"Therewouldn't be... if Lylewerent my brother, know'm sayin'?"

"It matters not that he's your brother. He'sleading you into sin, making you an accomplicein hisevil. You
must bresk off from him. Remember, 'If thine eye offend thee, pluck it out, for it is better to enter into the
kingdom of God with one eye, than have two eyes and be cast into hdll fire.™

"Word," Charliereplied.
"Yes, itis. The Word of God, spoken through Matthew and Mark."

Charlie glanced around. Sharleen was out of earshot and no one else was nearby at the moment. Therev
was keeping hisvoice low. Good. Charlie didn't want the whole congregation to know his problems.

Especidly Sharleen.



Sometimes he wondered if held made amistake in opening up to the rev about Lyl€'s spiritudist act. The
man now saw Charlie asamember of hisflock in danger of losing his salvation, and he was determined
to savehim.

"But what about Lyle's soul, Reverend?| don't want himin the everlagting fire.”

"Y ou told me you've witnessed to him, isthat correct?’

"Y es, many times. Many, many times. But hejust ain't hearin'."

The reverend nodded. "Y our words are seed faling on rocky ground. Well, you must not give up on
him—never give up on asoul in need—~but you must not neglect your own savation. Y ou must make
sure your own soul is safe before you try to save your brother's. And to do that you must renounce his
evil ectivities™

Charlielooked away, bristling. Reverend or not, no one should talk about his brother like thet.
"Lylésnot evil."

"He may not appear so, but he's doing the devil'swork. Jesus warned us againgt his sort: 'Beware of the
fase prophets, who come to you in shegp's clothing, but inwardly are ravenous wolves.™

Charliefdt ahot stab of anger. "He's not awaolf, Rev.”

"Son, you must face the fact that he's leading souls dong a path away from Jesus, heisdoing Satan's
work. And aslong as you're with him, you are an accomplice. Y ou must first remove yoursdlf from his
influence, then you must strive to counter his evildoing. The best way to do thet isto lead him to
svaion."

Charlie stifled alaugh. Lead Lyle? Ain't nobody never led Lyle nowhere.
"That last part won't be easy.”
"Do you want me to go spesk to him? Perhaps |—"

"No!" The knife jumped and Charlie amost cut himsdif. "I mean, it's better if he don't know | been jawin'
'bout him. He won't like no outsider mixin' in, know'm sayin?"

So far Charlie had kept Lyl€eslocation from therev. Didn't want anyone in the church connecting him to
Ifasen the spirit medium. That was why held, joined a church in Brooklyn instead of Queens. The weekly
ride on the subway waslong, but worth it.

"Thenit'sup to you, son. I'll be praying for you."

"Thank you, Rev. I'll need those prayers, because leaving's gonna be so hard. First off, he's blood, my
only brother. I'll be breaking up dl that'seft of the family."

What Charlie couldn't explain, because he was sure Reverend Sparks wouldn't understand, was that he
and Lyle were ateam. They'd been ateam since Mommadied. Lyle had scammed the Man to keep
them from being split up, got them onto the government cheese to keep them from starving, and they'd
been scammin’ the world ever since. After Lyle had gone to such lengths to see that they stayed together,
how could Charlielook him in the eye and say he was splitting?

And something e se Charlie couldn't tell the rev, something dark and guilty: he liked running the game.
Loved it, infact. He loved piecing together new gagsto wow the marks. When a sitting went according



to script, when dl the bells and whistles were working, it was so def. Lyle would have those peoplein the
palm of his hand, and Charlie would know he had abig part in putting them there.

Timeslikethat he felt stoned, better than stoned, better than held ever felt back in the days when hewas
doing coke and weed.

But for the sake of his soul he was going to haveto put al that behind him.
And do what?

That was the question. What €lse was he good for? Maybe work in the theater doing specia effects? He
couldn't list any experience so held have to start off as an agpprentice at the bottom of the pay scae and
work hisway up... to what?

Nothing he could do in the straight world would ever touch the high he got from working with Lyle.

With Lyle... that wasthered kicker, that waswhat madeit red. Therev said he and Lyle had to part.
And they'd never been apart.

But Reverend Sparks was right. For the sake of his soul, and to deserve Sharleen, he was going to have
to make the break. And soon.

5

Jack stared at hisreflection in the mirrored wall of the elevator as it made itsway to the fourteenth floor.
He blew apink bubble with the big wad of gum he was chewing, then checked out his appearance. Hed
wanted somewhat of an eccentric |ook today, so he'd chosen a reddish mullet-style wig, banged in the
front and long and thick in the back; athick, dark brown mustache draped his upper lip. He wore alight
green, western-style shirt, buttoned all the way to the top, dark green twill pants, and Doc Martens. Held
strapped some padding around hiswaist to give him amedium-size gut. Too bad he didn't have a pierced
ear-lobe; arhinestone stud would have made a nice finishing touch.

He checked to make sure enough of the wig'slong back was draped over hisleft ear to hide the
earpiece. One of the tasks he and Charlie had completed last night was planting abug in Carl Foster's
command center. The receiver was tgped to the smal of Jack's back; itsdim, amost invisible wire ran up
to his collar and around the back of his ear.

Hed cabbed over from his place on the Upper West Side and arrived unannounced in the |obby of
Madame Pomerol's building half an hour before the high-roller sitting sheld scheduled for this afternoon.
Hed found a doorman waiting. Thankfully the building didn't keep one on duty around the clock, or he
and Charlie would have had to abort their mission last night. Asit was, dl they'd had to do was use their
copies of the Fosters keysto unlock the glass front door and stroll in.

This afternoon the doorman, adark Higpanic named Silvio, had alowed him to call upstairsfrom the
lobby. Jack had told the man who answered—presumably Carl Foster—that he wanted to schedule a
private reading in the very near future.

Comeright up.

Carl Foster—Ilooking so much better clothed—answered Jack's knock on the door of suite 14-B. He
wore al| black—black turtleneck jersey, black shoes, black socks—and Jack knew why. His skin
appeared reddened around the eyes and mouth—irritated by, say, duct tape adhesive, Carl >—but
otherwise he didn't look too much the worse for last night's wear.



Carl Foster's forehead seemed permanently furrowed, perhaps as aresult of keeping his eyebrows
raised, asif he existed in astate of perpetual surprise. Jack hadn't noticed it last night, but then, Foster
had had good reason to be surprised then.

He ushered Jack into asmall waiting room furnished with an antique desk and half a dozen upholstered
chairs.

The muted colors on thewalls and the thick Oriental rug lent an atmosphere of quiet comfort and tasteful
opulence. Business appeared to be good for Madame Pomerol.

Foster extended his hand. "Welcome to Madame Pomerol's Temple of Eterna Wisdom. | am Carl
Foster. Andyou are...?"

"Butler," Jack said, adding ahint of the South to his accent as he gave the hand a hearty shake. "Bob
Butler. Pleased to meetcha" Jack chewed his gum with an open mouth as he looked around. "Where's

thelady?"

"Madame? She's preparing for areading.”

"l wannatalk to her."

"I thought you wanted to schedule a private reading.”
"l do, but I'd like to spesk to the head honcho first."

"I'm afraid that's quite impossible. Madame Pomerol'stimeis very valuable. However, you should know
that | have her completetrust. | screen al her clients and make her appointments.”

Jack had figured that, but he wanted to seem like arube.

"Screen? Why would | have to be screened? Y ou mean to tell me | might not be good enough for this
Madame Pomerol 7'

"Oh, no, of course nat. It'sjust that there are certain religious groups and even some athelst groups who
do not approve of Madame's work. They've been known to try to waste her time and even disrupt her
readings.

"I'd think she'd be able to sniff them out in advance hersdlf. | mean, being apsychicand al.”
Foster offered him awan smile. "Theword 'psychic' is o often misused. Madame is a spirit medium.”
"Therésadifference?’

"Of course. So many so-caled psychics are charlatans, little better than sideshow performers. Madame
has a specid gift from God that alows her to speak to the souls of the departed.”

"So she can't like, predict the future?”

"At times, yes. But we must remember that any special knowledge she might have comes from the spirits,
and they do not tell her everything.”

"Wéll, | ain't connected with no religious group. No worry there. I'm here because | got some important
questionsfor my uncle. | can't ask him mysalf—him being dead and al—so | figured | need a psychic

type”



Thiswas Jack's cover story. He'd make an appointment for tomorrow but wouldn't keep it.
"What sort of questions?' Foster asked nonchalantly as he moved behind the desk.
Theresagood helper, Jack thought. Finding out as much as he can in advance.

He smiled but let an edge creep into histone. "If | thought you could answer them, | wouldn't need
Madame Pomerol, would |7’

Foster forced a good-natured laugh. "No, | suppose not. Who referred you to Madame Pomerol, by the
way?'

"Referred? No one. | read about her in the paper thismorning. | figured if she wastight enough with the
gpiritsthat they're playing tricks on her, then she'sthe lady for me."

Foster nodded as he pulled a sheet of paper from the desk's top drawer. He indicated the chair on the
other side.

"Please have aseat and fill out this questionnaire.”
"What for?"

"Just aformdity. It'sanuisance, | know, but as| explained, circumstances have forced usinto screening
our clients." He handed Jack a pen. "Pleasefill that out completely while | go get the appointment book
and see about setting up your private reading.”

"By theway," Jack said, "what's a private sesson cost?'

"Five hundred dollarsfor ahaf hour; one thousand for an hour."

Jack parked hisgum in his cheek and gave alow whistle. "Pretty damn steep.”
"Sheis the best," Foster said.

"I'll be counting on that.”

Jack watched Foster leave, then turned his attention to the form, pretending to study it. He knew he was
on camera. The overhead smoke detector housed a wide-angle mini-cam; he'd seen the monitor in one of
the back rooms|last night. He figured Foster was watching him now, waiting to seeif herifled through any
of the desk drawers. But Jack already had been through them and knew they held nothing but pens,
paper clips, and questionnaires.

The camerawas agood way to check out a potentia sitter who was an unknown quantity, but it aso
camein handy when using the three microphones that had been installed here and there about the room.
Sitterstend to yak it up before a group session, dlowing an eavesdropping medium to pick up invaluable
information; but it wasn't redlly useful if you didn't know who wastaking.

"What's going on out there?" he heard Madame Pomerol say through the tiny speaker in hisear piece. "
Who's the dork?'

"New fish."
"Well, reel the fucker in, baby. Reel himin."
Y eah, Jack thought. Red mein.



The questionnaire contained arun of standard intake questions—name, address, phone numbers, and so
on—>but tucked into the middle was abox for the client's Social Security Number.

Jack suppressed asmile. Y eah, right. He had a collection of SSNs, none of them legitimately his, but he
wasn't about to use one of them here. He wondered how many people, in zipping through the form,
unthinkingly filled in that blank aong with dl the others, unaware of the wedlth of informetion, financia
and otherwisg, it laid open to the medium.

Jack had used the Bob Butler name because held once met a Robert Butler who lived in the Millennium
Towers, ahigh-rent high-risein the West Sixties. He wrote in that address and put down one of hisown
voice mall numbersfor home phone.

Foster returned with the appointment book. Jack watched his eyes as he scanned the dmost compl eted
guestionnaire, and saw an instant of disappointed narrowing—the blank SSN box, no doubt. But Foster
said nothing. Wise. Better not to make an issue of the omission and risk showing too muchinterestina
client'sworldly satus.

"Now," Foster said, seating himsdlf behind the desk, "1 believe we can squeeze you in for half an hour on
Tuesday. Would three o'clock be convenient?!

"How about now?"
"Oh, I'm afraid that'simpossible. Madame has agroup reading at three."
"Well, why don't | gtinonthat?'

"That would not do. These four clients aways book readings together. An outsider at the table would
upset the spiritua dynamics Madame has worked so hard to establish. Quiteimpossible, I'm afraid.”

This guy loved the word impossible. But Jack had something he was sure hed like more.

"Oh, | don't want to take part in the session,” Jack said, unbuttoning his shirt'sleft breast pocket. "'l just
want to watch. Won't say aword. | just want to be a, you know, fly on thewall. And I'm willing to pay
for the privilege"

Before Foster could say impossible again, Jack dapped a coin onto the desktop. It landed with aweighty
thunk. He saw instant recognition in Foster's eyes and watched his raised eyebrows stretch even further
into his forehead when he saw the galoping antel ope slamped into its gleaming gold surface. A
one-ounce Krugerrand. He didn't have to know the spot price of gold to redlize that this newcomer was
offering a hefty price to be amere observer.

"That'sgold, Carl. And gold iswhat my uncle told meisthe best way of dedling with the spirit world."

"That's very generous, Mr. Butler,” Foster said, licking hislips—the sight of gold did that to some people.
"Tdl me: Did your uncle have many dedingswith the spirit world?"

"All thetime. Never met amedium he didn't like, iswhat my aunt used to say."
"And how about you?'

"Me?Thisll bethefirs timeI've been within amile of aseance.”

"Do you have any ideawhat to expect?’

"My uncle once mentioned seeing ectoplasm and stuff like that, but | was never sure what that was dll



about."
Foster reached out afinger and touched the coin. "I hope you redize it'samost unusua request.”
He'd taken the bait. Now Jack had to set the hook.

"I wouldn't know about that. Way | figure, it's gonnatake me awhile to work out these issueswith my
uncle. A half-hour sesson won't hack it. I'm going to need hours of sessions, abunch of them. But before
| invest that kind of dough, | want to know what I'm getting into. | want alook at what the lady's offering.
If I'm convinced she'sthe red ded, then I'll make an appointment for the next available dot she'sgot free
S0 we can get to work tracking down my uncle in the Great Hereafter. That sound fair to you, Carl?"

"What | think doesn't matter,” Foster said. "It'sall up to Madame. I'll go ask her."
As Foster disappeared again, Jack leaned back and listened.

"You heard?' hesaid to hiswife.

"Yeah, | heard. And he wants to pay with gold?"

"Thereal thing. Take a look."

"Lotta money just to sit and watch and get nothing out of it. You think this fucker's on the up and
up?"

"Well, he's put hard currency where his mouth is. And maybe a Krugerrand's no big deal to him.
Maybe he's got a closet full of them."

"All right. Let's do it. But keep him away from the table, in case he's some kinda nut case.”
"Will do."
When I'm finished, Jack thought, you'll wish I'd been anut case.

Foster returned and told Jack, yes, he could observe the group reading aslong as he agreed to remainiin
his seat and speak not aword. Jack agreed and the Krugerrand went into Carl Foster's pocket.

He cooled his hedsawhiletill the Stters showed up for the group reading. The four middle-aged women,
two blondes—one heavy, one abulimia poster girl—a brunette, and aredhead arrived asagroup, al
oozing Prada, Versace, and other overpriced designer wear he didn't recognize. On Jack'svigt here last
night held found dollar signs drawn next to their namesin one of the Fosters notebooks. Not only did
these four book regular sessions, but they were very generous with their "love donations.”

Their names dipped past him but Jack did his best to be pleasant and charming when introduced to the
four. They could queer hiswhole plan if they objected to his presence. At first they were coal to
him—yprobably put off by hismullet head and odd attire—but once they learned he was apsychic virgin
they warmed up, apparently delighted for the chance to make a bdiever out of him. They gushed about
Madame Pomerol's powers, but not one of them mentioned her mishap last night. Apparently they didn't
read the Daily News.

Soon enough the big moment came and they were ushered into the reading room. Jack hadn't fully
gppreciated the room last night because he and Charlie had used flashlights. Now that it was fully
illuminated, he was struck by the sheer weight of the decor. Vevet drapesin heavy folds, thick
carpeting, satin-flocked wallpaper—all in various shades of red. Suffocating, like the inside of a coffin.



Sothisiswhat it'sliketo be buried dive.

He watched as Foster seated the four ladies around an ornate round table under a huge chandelier
suspended over the center of the room.

Four sitters at five hundred a pop, Jack thought. Beats my hourly rate by a parsec or two.
Foster then indicated alone chair set against a side wall, maybe a dozen feet from the table, for Jack.

"Remember,” hesaid inalow voice. "Y ou are here to observe. If you spesk or leave your chair you'l
disrupt the spirit presences.”

Jack knew the only presence held disturb would be Carl Fogter, dinking around after the lights went ouit.
But he smply nodded and looked serious.

"GOtCha,"

Fogter exited and amoment later he heard him say, " Okay, the fish are in the barrel. Get out there
and start shooting."

Finaly Madame Pomerol herself gppeared, her short, dumpy frame swathed in aflowing, paeblue,
gownlike get up, beaded to within aninch of itslife; some sort of white turbanlike thing sat on her head.
Jack barely recognized her. But then, he hadn't seen her at her best.

Madame greeted the four stterswarmly, smiling and chattering in a French accent that had not beenin
evidencelast night when shewas cursing a Carl and their car.

Findly she came over to Jack and extended aring-laden hand, dangling at the wrist asif awaiting akiss.
Jack rose and gave it a quick shake as unbidden visions of the woman naked and bound with duct tape
swam through his head. He shuddered and chased them away.

Clothes make the woman too.
"You are chilled, Monsieur Butler?"

Her ice blue eyes glittered at him. If she had any facid irritation from the duct tape, sheld hidden it with
make-up. Her thin, lipsticked lipswere curved into asmile.

"No, maam. | just never been to one of these things before.”

"Nothing to be afraid of, | assure you. Y ou are observing, yes? So just hold your seat and your tongue
and | will show you wondersthat are, quite smply, incroyable.”

Jack smiled and nodded as he reseated himsalf, knowing nothing she could conjure here would come
within light-years of the redlity held experienced since last summer.

She hit alight switch on her way back to the table. Thisturned off the spotlights recessed in the celling,
but the chandelier remained lit.

Madame Pomerol made some introductory remarks, explaining—"for the benefit of our guest"—how she
would go into atrance that would release ectoplasm from her body and open a gateway to the Other
Side. Her spirit guide, an ancient Mayan priest named Xultulan, would then spesk to the living through
her.

"One more thing before we proceed,” she said in agravetone. "I know my four dear friends at the table



arewel| aware of this, but | must repest it for the sake of our newcomer. Should ectoplasm manifest
itsdlf, please, please, please do not touch it. It exudes from my body and soul, and contact with anyone
elsewill causeit to flee back into my body. The sudden return of so much ectoplasm can harm amedium.
Some of us have actually been killed by recoiling ectoplasm that was touched by heedless clients. So
remember: gaze upon it in wonder, but do not touch.”

Jack tuned her out. The rgp was standard stuff; only the names changed from medium to medium. He
was waiting for the lightsto go out and the show to begin. That was when held make his move.

Finaly thefour stters and the medium had laid their handsflat on the table. The clear bulbs on the
low-hanging chanddier faded, but the few dim red ones among them remained lit. Darkness swallowed
the rest of the room, but the table and its occupants were bathed in afaint red glow.

Madame Pomerol began atuneless hum, then let her head loll. Soon the table began to tip to the
accompaniment of giggles and gasps of wonder from the sitters. Their chairs, however, stayed flat on the
floor. Charlie had given his brother's operation aleg up, so to speak, over Madame's.

And then the lady let loose along, low moan that echoed throughout the room. Jack redlized then that
she had awireless microphone hidden on her—in that turban thing, he'd bet—and her husband had just
turned it on. Impressive reverb effect. No doubt she had an earpiece just like Jack's so Carl could cue
her when a Sitter asked atough question.

Another moan, and then something happened. Jack heard one of the Sitters gasp asapae glow
appeared atop Madame Pomeral's head.

Hello, Mr. Ectoplasm, Jack thought.

The glow expanded to arough circle behind her, framing her head like ahalo. It hovered there amoment,
then began to flow upward, streaming from her head in aghostly plume, six, eight, ten feet into the air,
and then it pulled free of the medium and began to undulate back and forth above her.

"Xultulan, hear my cdl," Madame Pomeral intoned, her voice echoing again. "Lend us your otherworldly
wisdom asyou lead usto the souls of the departed. | have with me four seekers after the dear

departed..."

Y eah-yeah-yeah, Jack thought, reaching insde his shirt. No sensein waiting any longer. Besides, her
phony accent was wearing on him.

Hefound the lipstick-size remote stashed inside his belly padding and located the business end. He fixed
ashocked expression on hisface, then pressed the button with his thumb.

The overhead spotlights blazed to life to reved ashocking tableau.

Thefour dtters and Madame Pomerol sat in their places, but behind the medium stood a man dressed
from head to toe in black—his turtleneck and dacks were remarkably smilar to Carl Foster's, but he'd
added black gloves and ablack ski mask with narrow ditsfor eyeholes. He held two long black
manipulating rods from which abillowy length of chiffon dangled. The sudden illumination revealed him
swinging it in undulating arcs through the air above hiswife. A scream from one of the women—she
apparently thought the room had been invaded by some weird terroriss—froze him in mid-wave.

Jack caught a brief, sudden glare from Madame Pomerol as her eyes bored into his, and was glad held
prepared his expression beforehand.

Suddenly she laughed. ™Y ou should see your expressiond™ Another laugh. "Carl, our little demongtration



redlly took them by surprise!” She began to applaud. " Magnifique! Magnifique!”
"l... | don't understand," one of the blondes said.

Madame Pomerol looked over her shoulder and laughed again. "Take off that mask, Carl, and put down
thosedglly dticks."

"I demand an explanation,” said the redhead.

"And you shal have one, Rose," Madame said, fully composed now. "If you read the papers, I'm sure
you know that fake spirit mediums are popping up dl the time, making fantastic clamsto prey on the
needs of gullible believers, trying to entice them away from those, such as mysdf, with the true gift. Carl
and | arranged thislittle show to demonstrate how easily one can befooled. | control dl the lights here, of
course, and when | deemed thetimeripe, | turned them on so that you might witness charlatanry and
fekery inmediares.”

Whoa! Thelady throwsin alittle Latin.

Jack wished he had away to work the remote again. Nothing he/d love more now than to start turning
the lights off and on while she was spinning out her line of crap. But he couldn't allow himself to be seen
reeching into hisshirt.

It was such awesk line, though, straining toward the breaking point under the transparent weight of its
own bullshit, that he didn't see any need to help it dong. He had to strain to keep from laughing out loud.

Had to hand it to the lady, shewas glib. Dedlivered her lineswith utter conviction. But any minute now
these four Stterswould begin to scatter, fleeing this Temple of Eternal Wisdom to tell al their rich friends
and everyone dse they knew that Madame Pomerol was a class-A fake. Word would spread like a
virus. If shewas bent out of shape before about losing afew suckers, just wait till these four got through
taking. Shell quaify asa Cirque du Soleil contortioni<t.

"Redlly?' said the other blonde. "Y ou staged this dl for us?'

"Of course, Elaine." She pointed to Jack. "And that waswhy | broke with my usua procedure and
allowed anewcomer to observe areading. | wanted Mr. Butler to witness firsthand the cheap tricks of
the conscienceless swindlerswho sully the reputations of al the truly gifted spirit mediums.”

Asthe stters stared at Jack he saw something in their eyes, something he didn't want to see.

No. Thiscan't be. They're buying into her lame-o story. | don't believe this. How can they be so gullible?
An unmasked Carl approached the table with the materia held been waving intheair.

"See?' hesad, grinning ashe held it out for the ladiesto fed. "Nothing more than chegp chiffon.”

"But it looked so redl," the brunette said. "Exactly like when ectoplasm comes out of Madame during—"

Madame Pomeral cleared her throat and roseto her feet. "'l think it istimefor alittle break. Please wait
in the outer room while Carl removes these tools of chicanery. In afew minutes we will reconvene and
make true contact with the Other Side."

Jack followed the women into the waiting room. As soon as the door closed behind them, he heard
Madame Pomerol say, "What the fuck just happened?'

"I wish | knew," her husband replied. "/ can't imagine how—"



"Fuck imagine! Find out! | want the real story, not your fucking imagination! The electronics of
this operation are your responsibility and obviously you fucked up!"

"I didn't fuck up! | haven't changed anything!"

"Well, something's changed. Find out what!"

"I'm going to check that switch."

"Shit! I've never been so embarrassed in my whole fucking life!"
"But you handled it beautifully."

"Yeah, | did, didn't I. And those four bimbos swallowed it. Do you believe that? Sometimes I'm
ashamed of the caliber of people we have to deal with. | mean, how fucking stupid can you get?"

Jack wished he had the ability to play this conversation through a spesker in the waiting room. If only
he'd thought of that. HEd heard Madame Pomerol's salty tongue last night and should have seenthisasa
golden opportunity to let her clients know what she redly thought of them.

The Fosterslapsed into silence while Jack wondered how to play Madame Pomerol's sitters. He decided
to listen first. Maybe he could find away to salvage the day. He sidled up to the redhead whose name he
remembered was Rose.

"Well," he asked in alow voice, remembering the hidden mikes, "what do you make of this?'
"I think it'sstunning,” she said. "What courage!”

"| feel s0 honored," said the dumpy blonde. "To think, she chose us—usl—for this demongtration! | can't
wait to get into my psychic chat room and tell everyone how wonderful sheisl”

Thewill to believe, Jack thought, fighting awave of leaden chagrin. Never underestimate the will to
believe.

And that was just what he'd done.

He remembered an experiment James Randi once ran on psychics and their marks. He set up apair of
stterswith apsychic, and after the reading they emerged very impressed with how the psychic had been
ableto seeright into their minds. When Randi showed them a videotape of the sesson and pointed out
that the psychic averaged fourteen or fifteen erroneous statements for every correct one, the sitterswere
unfazed. Even with the evidence of apoorly done cold reading staring them in the face, they remained
impressed by the handful of correct guesses and disregarded al the wrong ones.

Thewill tobdieve...

Jack saw two options. He could show the women his remote and tell them he'd rigged the lights to
expose Madame Pomerol as afake. But he doubted very much that hed sway them.

Thewill to believe...
The other wasto play it cool and return for another go at the Fosters.
He decided on number two.

"Shit!" Jack heard Foster say. "Look what | found in the light box!"



"What's that?"

" A remote control on-off switch!"
"Fuck me! You've gotta be kidding!"
"Believe me, | know these switches."
"You think it's that new guy?"

"Could be, but how would he have got in here to install the switch? And don't forget, he paid usin
gold.”

"Gotta be those niggers then! Fuck!" She then began stringing together innovative combinations of
every four-, ten-, and twelve-letter expletive known to humankind.

"You think so?"' Foster said when she ran out of bresth.

"Fuck, yes! They're the ones who tied us up last night and—"
"That was a white guy.”

"Did you see him!"

"No, but—"

"Then what the fuck do you know?"

"It was a white guy's voice."

"It was them, I'mtelling you! They must've taken our keys and come here and fucked us up. Who
knows what el se they've done! They're gonna pay for this. Oh, are they gonna fucking pay!"

Thiswasn't going the way Jack wanted. The whole idea of coming here had been to distract them from
the Kentons.

"All right," Foster said. "Let's just say it was them. After what happened, do you really want to risk
going back to Astoria? Our car's impounded, all our credit cards are gone, not to mention the
humiliation of having to walk around Lower Manhattan dressed in cardboard.”

"They're gonna pay! Maybe not this week, and maybe not next, but first chance we get, we're
gonna fuck those niggers over good!"

Conversation between the two Fosters stopped, and Jack assumed that the Mrs. had stomped off while
Carl reassembled the light switch.

Jack and the four women hung out for another ten minutes or so, then Foster regppeared to welcome
them back into the reading room.

Jack hung back.
"|s something wrong, Mr. Butler?'
"Yeah. | think I've seen enough.”

"l hope theré€'s no misunderstanding here. Y ou see—"



Foster thought Jack was bailing out. He cut him off to put him straight.

"I think that was red gutsy of her to pull that stunt. That shows me she's got real confidencein her
powers. I'm totaly impressed.”

Foster switched gearslike a Formula One driver. "Wl | took you from the sart asaman of intelligence
and discrimination.”

"So when's the soonest | can book my own private session with the lady? Y ou told me you had haf an
hour open Tuesday afternoon. Nothing at al tomorrow?"

Foster pulled the appointment book from the desk drawer and thumbed through the pages. He frowned.
"I'm afraid not. Tuesday is the soonest. Isthree o'clock good for you?"
Thislady was doing gold-rush business.

"l guessit'll haftabe. I'd redlly prefer an hour but, maybe a half-hour session for startersisbest. You
know, to seeif she can make the right contact.”

"Oh, shecan, | assureyou."
"Okay, seeyou then."

Jack let himsdlf out and made for the eevator. Once inside and headed down, he dammed a hand against
thewall of the car. Damn. He'd read this one al wrong. He saw what his mistake had been: Hed tried to
drike at the Fostersindirectly, through their clientele. Wrong angle. He knew now held have to take the
battle directly to them.

He had a half-formed plan of how to do that. He'd need the Kenton brothers help to fill in therest. He
just hoped Madame Pomerol wouldn't be able to wriggle free next time.

6

Jack stood outside the screen door and watched Lyl€e's cautious approach.

"Can | help you?'

"Lyle it'sme. Jack."

Lyle stepped closer, hisexpression saying, Who isthisfool kidding? Then he grinned.
"Wel, I'll be damned. It isyou. Comeonin.”

Jack stepped indde. "Didn't have timeto change my clothes." He started to ped off hiswig. "Man, this
thingishat.”

"And begt ugly too."
He turned to see Charlie popping in through the front door behind him.

"So you're back," Lyle said to his brother. He glanced a hiswatch, thinking. "Finished your good works
for theday?'

Good works? Had he been to church?



"Yowzah." Charlieturned to Jack. "Y o, G. How'd it go down?"
He hated reporting less than complete success, but they had aright to know.
"Well, the good news s the remote light switch worked perfectly...”

They al had agood laugh as he described exposing Carl in the act of waving fake ectoplasm through the
ar, then...

"But therest didn't pan out. Thelady cooked up some lame story about setting al thisup in advanceto
demongtrate how other fake mediumswill try to fool them.”

"And they bought it?' Lyle said.

Jack nodded. "She's pretty glib."

"Aw, maaaan,” Charliesad.

Lylesvoicetook on abitter edge. "So last night was dl for nothing then?!

"Not quite. I've got an afternoon appointment Tuesday, and theré'salot | need to do between now and
then if I'm going to bring them down."

"More dectronics?' Charlie said, hiseyeslighting.

"Not thistime. Thisisgoing to be dl manua—deight of hand stuff. But | need your help with the setup.
Do you subscribe to the Blue Directory?"

Lylesexpresson wasblank. "Blue...?"

"The medium | worked for used to subscribe to abook that had all sorts of information on hundreds of
qtters”

"Oh, right. | saw acopy yearsago, but | don't get it. We use awebsite—"
Should havefigured, Jack thought. It was the computer age.
"Y ou mean the directory's online now?"

"What we useisn't run by the Blue Directory people, but it's the same sort of thing. All you doispay an
annual fee for a password and—"

"Let'scheck it out," Jack said. "I need to find adead guy to fit acertain profile."
Lylelooked at his brother. "Charlie's the computer guy. Want to take care of this?'
"Sure" He started toward the kitchen. "Thisway, my man."

Lyle grabbed hisarm. "Use the one in the command center.”

"But thisone'scloser.”

"Wevegot alittle problemin there.”

Charliegavehimalook. "The TV's4ill...?"



Lylenodded. "Simpler if wedl just head for the Channeling Room."

Jack felt asif he were missing every other word. "What's wrong?'

"Electrica problemsinthe TV room," Lylesad. "That' al."

Jack was sure that wasn't all, but obvioudy they wanted to keep it between themselves.

Charlie led the way to his command center off the Channeling Room. Jack knew thiswas where he
controlled the sound, the lighting, and al the mechanica effects during the Sttings. The computer's
monitor was just one of many screens among the wires, the key cutter, the cameras, the scanner, the
photocopier, and mysterious black boxes racked around the room. The swimming fish of the screen
saver showed that the computer was aready up and running.

Charlie seated himself before it and tapped the keyboard. Half aminute later the screen filled with the
welcome page of awebsite with the innocuous name of www.Sitters-net.com. The page contained boxes
for user name and password set againgt wallpaper of ablue sky with fluffy white clouds.

"Kind of obvious, isn't it," Jack said.

Lyle shrugged. "Probably gets hits from baby-sitters now and again, but 'stter’ is pretty much aninsde
term.”

Jack knew the practice of listing the vital stats of Sitterswent back half a century at least. It started with
mediums keeping private data on card files; then they started sharing cards with other mediums. Findly
someone began collecting stats from dl over the country and publishing them in ablue-covered directory
sold only to mediums. His old boss, Madame Ouskaya, had been a subscriber. The Internet wasthe
inevitable next step.

Charlie hit some keys and "d-town™ appeared after user id, followed by astring of asterisksin the
password box. He hit enter and afew seconds later a search page appeared.

Jack said, "I remember the old Blue Directory used to hang onto the names of gitters even after they
were dead—just in case some relative decided later to try and contact them.”

"This one doesthe samething.”

Charlie clicked the mouse pointer on an icon near the top of the screen. "Thistake usto the O-S
Section.”

"O—wl
"Other Side"

"Got it." Jack rested ahand on Charli€'s shoulder. "Okay, do a search for ‘coin collector' and see what
comesup.”

"'Coin collect’ might get us more hits, yo."
Hetyped in "coin+collect." A few seconds later alist of half adozen names appeared.
Only half adozen? Jack was disappointed. He leaned closer to the screen searching for dates.

"I need aguy who'sdied in the past year or s0."



"Ay, yo, trip this" Charlie said, tapping afinger on the screen over the fourth name down. "Matthew
Thomas West. Died January twenty-seventh.”

Jack looked and saw the typical documentation: name, address, date of birth—and, in this case, date of
"crossing over"—aong with Sociad Security number, the names of hiswife—deceased sixteen years
before him—and his brother and parents, even hisdog, but no kids. Plusalist of hisinterests. Matthew
West'shig passion, besides hiswife, with whom held been communicating through mediums for many
years, was rare coins.

This guy looked perfect except for the address. Minnesota. ..

He shook his head. "I was hoping for something closer. Let's check out the others." He stared at the
screen awhile, then shook hishead again. "Nope. Lookslike I'll have to make do with Uncle Matt from
. Paul.”

"Uncle Matt?' Lylesad.

"| talked up afictiona uncleto Foster that | wanted Pomerol to contact for me. Fortunately | never gave
his name. Well, now we have aname. Uncle Matt the Minnesotan. Can you print him out for me?"

"Doneded," Charliesad. "But what you got going?'

"A ging. If thingsgo right, | hope to tempt Madame Pomeral into pulling the old Spanish handkerchief
switchonme.”

Charlie frowned. " Spanish handkerchief? Whuddat?"

"Anold Gypsy con,” Lylesaid. "And | do mean old. Probably been running a couple hundred years now,
and grifters are still working updated versions on the street.” Helooked at Jack. "But how's that—7"

"Once she sets up the switch on me, I'm going to work a double switch right back at he—onewith a
nasty barb at the end.”

"Okay, but | still don't see what that's gonna do for us—me and Charlie."

Jack held his hands high like a preacher. "Have faith, my sons, havefaith. | can't tel you dl the details
because | haven't figured them out yet. But trust me, if thisworks, it will beasting of beauty.”

Charlie handed Jack the printout. "Y ou anaturd at this. Why ain't you il in?”
Jack hesitated. ™Y ou really want to know?"

"V egh”

Y ou're not going to like this, he thought.

"l got out because | found it an empty enterprise. | wanted to be doing something where | gave vaue for
vaue"

"Wegivevaue" Lylesad, abit too quickly.
Charlie shook his head. "No we don't, bro. Y ou know we don't."

Lyle appeared to be a aloss for words, a new experience for him, perhaps.



Findly he shrugged and said, "I could use abeer. Anyone dse?'

Jack had a sense this was mere courtesy—did Lyle want him to leave?—but took him up on it anyway.
A beer would be good right now, and maybe he could find out why he was so on edge.

Instead of drinking in the kitchen asthey had last night, Lyle sat him down in the waiting room. And like
last night, Charlie had aPeps.

"So," Jack said after they'd popped their tops and toasted the coming downfal of Madame Pomerol,
"what kind of eectricd problem you having?'

Lyle shrugged it off. "Nothing serious.”

"Yeahright," Charliesaid. "Likeahaunted TV ain't serious.”
Lyleglared at hisbrother. "No such thing as haunted anything, bro."
"Then what—?"

Lyle held up ahand. "WEell tak about it later."

Haunted TV? Sounded interesting. Then again, maybe not if that meant it played nothing but " Casper the
Friendly Ghost" cartoons.

"Anything | can do?"'
"I'll graighten it out,” Lyle said, but he didn't look convincing.
"Sure?"

"If I may quote: 'Philosophy will clip an angel'swings, Conquer al mysteries by rule and line, Empty the
haunted air, the gnomed mine."

"Thegnomed mine... gnomed withaG?'

Lyle nodded. "WithaG."

"I likethat."

"It'sKeats."

"Y ou're quoting Keats?' Jack laughed. "Lyle, you've got to be the whitest black guy I've ever met.”
Jack had expected alaugh, but Lyl€'s expression darkened instead.

"What?'Y ou mean I'm not areal black man because | know Keats? Because I'm well spoken? Only
white men are well spoken? Only white men quote Keats? Redl black men only quote Ice-T, isthat it?
I'm not areal black man because | don't dress like apimp and drive with agangstalean, or drape myself
in dukey ropesand st on my front porch swiggin' forties?!

"Hey, easy. | wasjust—"

"I know what you were just, Jack. Y ou were just acting like somebody who's got thisMTV image of
what's black, and if aguy doesnt fit that he's some kind of oreo. Y ou're not aone. Plenty of black guys
look at methat way too. Even my own brother. Better get over it—you and him and them. It'sawhite
man'sworld, but just because I'm making it in that world doesn't mean I'm trying to become white. | may



not have adegree, but I've audited enough coursesto qualify for one. I'm educated. Just because | didn't
magjor in Black Studies doesn't make me awhitey wannabe; and just because | refuseto let the lowest
black common denominators define me doesn't make me an Uncle Tom."

"Whoa!" Jack held up his hands. Hefelt asif he'd stepped on amine. "Sorry. Wasn't looking to offend.”

Lyle closed his eyes and took a breath. When he let it out he looked at Jack. "I know you weren't. Y ou
didn't deservethat. | apologize.”

"I'm sorry. You're sorry." Jack rose and extended his hand. "'l guess that makes us even then?'

"Even." Lyle's smile wastinged with embarrassment as they shook. "See you tomorrow. I'll have the first
haf of your feeready.”

Jack tossed off the rest of his beer and headed out, making a mental note: Lyle Kenton = short fuse.

7

As soon as Jack was out the door Lyle grabbed Charlie's arm and dragged him toward the TV room.
"You'vegot to seethis.”

Charlie snatched hisarm free. "Y 0, what up with you, bro? Whatchu go and gaffle Jack like that for?"
Lyle felt bad about that. Jack had said white and he'd seen red.

"I'm alittle on edge, okay? A lot on edge. | apologized, didn't 17"

"You mad a him for what he say 'bout vaue for vaue?'

"No. Of course not."

Not mad... but it had stung. Maybe that was why held gone off about the "whitest black guy” remark.

Lyledidn't kid himsdf. He was aflimflam man, but he wasn't a cad. He didn't go after people who
couldn't afford it—no poor widows and the like. Hisfish were bored heiresses, nouveau riche artists,
yuppies looking for a New-Age thrill, and dowagers seeking to contact their dead poodlesin the great
boneyard of the Afterlife. They'd probably spend the money on atrip to Vegas or another fur coat or a
diamond or the latest Status toy—like so many of his clientswho never eat at home but smply must have
aSub-Zero refrigerator in their kitchen.

"And why keep thislicked TV aCIA secret?"
"Our business. Not his."

More than that, he didn't want to distract Jack with any of their side problems. Keegp him focused on
getting Madame Pomerol out of their lives, that was the most important thing.

"Tekealook."

Heled Charlie to the entryway of the room and stopped. He let him see the basketbal game that was
running on the set.

"Y o0, it stopped playing the Cartoon Network. What you do?"
"Nothing. It switched on itsown.” He watched his brother's face. "Okay. Y ou spotted that. What else do



you see?'

His gaze lowered to the floor. " All kinda circuit boards and junk.” He glanced at Lyle. ™Y ou been messin'
with my suff?"

Lyle shook hishead. "That'sdl from ingde the s&t."
"Ingde?’

"Uh-huh. | took it gpart after you left. Damn near cleaned out the box. Practically nothing but the tube | eft
inthere, but it kegps on running. Still unplugged, by theway.”

He saw Charlie's Adam's apple bob as he swallowed. ™Y ou messin’ wit' me now, ain't you."
"Wish | were"

Lyle had had most of the day to adjust to the craziness of their TV, but watching it still gave him acrawly
sensationin hisgut.

"Hey," Charlie said dowly, staring at the screen. "Who that playing?' He stepped closer. "That look
like... itis—Magic Johnson with the Lakers."

"Youfindly noticed."

"What you got on—Sports Classics?'

Lyle handed him the remote. "Hip around the channels. See what you get.”

Charliedid just that, and wound up on CNN where a couple of talking heads were discussing Irangate.
"Irangate? Whuzzat?'

"Something that happened when you were too young to care.” Lyle barely remembered it himself. "Keep
aurfing.”

Next stop was a close-up of abig-haired blonde crying so hard her make-up was running down her
cheeks.

Charlies eyeswidened. "Aint that...? What's her name?"

"Tammy Faye Baker," Lyle said. HEd known what to expect, but even so, his mouth was growing drier
by the minute. "Keep going.”

Then came afootbal game. "Hey, the Giants. But that 1ook like snow on the Sddines™
"Itis" Lylesad. "And check out the quarterback.”

"Smms? Smmsaint played for..."

"A long time. Keegp going.”

He picked up speed, flashing through a news show where the Bork nomination was being discussed, then
toareview of Rain Man, a Dukakis-for-Presdent ad, and then two dreadlocked guys prancing around
onMTV.

"Milli Vanilli?* Charliecried. "Milli Vanillil Thisislike Trek, man. Wein some kindatimewarp or



somethin?'
"No, but the TV seemsto be. Everything showing on that tube comes from the late eighties.”

Lyle stood with his brother and watched Milli Vanilli swing their plaitsand lip-synch "Girl, Y ou Know It's
True," but he heard next to nothing. His mind was too busy rooting through everything he had learned or
experienced in histhirty yearsto find an explanation.

Findly Charlie said, "Now do you believe me? We haunted.”

Lylerefused to board that train. Had to quell this queasy, uneasy buzz in his gut and Stay cam, stay
rationd.

"No. Crazy asdl this seems, there's got to be arationa explanation.”

"Will you giveit up! Y ou awayslaughing at the Stterswho believe any fool thing we throw at them. Y ou
cdl them compulsve believers, but you just like them.”

"Don't tak likeafool."

"It'strue. Listen yo'slf! Y ou acompulsive nonbeliever! If it don't fit with how you want things, you deny
it, even when it smacks you upside the head!"

"I don't deny that this TV isrunning without power or cable and showing stuff from the eighties. I'm just
not jumping right off the bat to some supernatura explanation, isal."

"Then why don't we haul it to some scientists and have them look at it and see what they can come up
with?'

Some scientigts... what did that mean? Where do you find "scientists'?

"Il look into it in the morning.”

"You dothat," Charlie said. "I don't wanna squab. I'm steppin’ off. Gonna do some reading.”
"On ghogts?'

"No. The Good Book."

AsLylewatched Charlie head for the upstairs, he dmost wished he had something like that to comfort
him.

But dl hehad wasanimpossble TV.

8

Jack made good time driving downtown. He wanted the car dong in case Bdllitto took off inacab. He
found Eli Bdllitto's antique store in the western reaches of Soho. His Shurio Coppe occupied the ground
floor corner of an old triple-decker ironclad that had seen better days. A couple of the cast-iron columns
on the facade looked asif they were coming loose from the underlying bricks. Odd to see an ironclad
here; most of them were further eest.

Stll in his Bob Butler outfit and mullet wig, Jack wandered up to the store's main front window. Under
the elaborate gold-leaf script of " Shurio Coppe”’ was the phrase, "Curious Itemsfor the Serious
Collector." Holding center court in thiswindow was alarge stuffed fish, afour-foot sturgeon with hooded



brown eyes, suspended on two dim wires so that it looked asif it werefloating in midair. Thethick down
of dust onits scales said that it had been swimming in that window for agood long time.

Jack moved on to the front door and checked the hours card. Eli's brother had been right. Sunday hours
were noon to six. Jack checked hiswatch. Five-thirty now. Why not kill the remaining half hour till
closing by browsing the shop? Might find something interesting.

He stepped up to the front door and pushed it open. A bell jangled. A man in the aide directly ahead
looked up.

Here was the brother himself. Jack recognized him from the photo Edward had given him: Eli Bdllitto. At
six feet he looked sturdier in person, and the photo had missed his cold dark eyes. He wore a perfectly
tailored three-piece charcod gray business suit with awhite shirt and astriped tie. With his sallow skin,
high cheekbones, dark brown hair—dyed?—and receding hairline he reminded Jack of Angus Scrimm.
Sure as hell looked nothing like his brother. Edward had said they had different mothers, but Jack
wondered if they might have different fathers as well. Maybe somebody's mother had fooled around with
thelocdl pest cutter, or whoever straying Dublin wives might have fooled around with sixty years ago.

"Good evening,” Eli Bdlitto said. "Can | help you?"

Hisvoice surprised Jack. A trace of an accent, but not Irish. He remembered that Edward had said they
wereraised apart. Maybein different countries?

"Just browsing," Jack said.

"Go right ahead. But please be aware we close promptly at six and—" Asif on cue, anumber of clocks
began to chime. The man pulled a pocket watch from avest pocket and popped open the cover. He
glanced at it and gave Jack athin-lipped smile. "Exactly haf an hour from now."

"I'll watch the clocks," Jack said.

On the other Side of the store he saw a heavyset older woman with aloud voice and atragic resemblance
to Richard Bel zer giving ingtructions to ayounger red-haired man as she guided him through the store,
pointing out pricetags.

New help, Jack guessed.

He turned away and meandered among books, plagues, mirrors, dressers, desks, lamps, vases,

scul ptures of stone and wood, ceramic bowls, china cups, stuffed birds, fish, and animds, clocks of all
shapes and vintages, and more, curios ranging from the splendid to the squalid, from Old World to New,
Far East to Near, patrician to plebeian, ancient to merely old, exorbitant to bargain priced, Ming Dynasty
to Depression Era.

Hefdl inlove with the place. How long had this store been here and why hadn't anyone told him about
it? Hundreds of square feet crammed with avast and eclectic array of truly neat Stuff.

He wandered the aides, opening book covers, angling mirrors, running hisfingers over intricately carved
surfaces. He stopped in a corner as he came upon an antique oak display case, oval, maybefive feet
high, with beveled glasson dl sdes. The caseitsdf carried no price tag, and the itemswithin were
untagged as well. These were of much more recent vintage than the rest of the stock and seemed jarringly
out of place. Arrayed on the three glass shelves within were what might best be described astrinkets,
knick-knacks, baubles, and gewgaws, none of which were more than ten or fifteen years old and could
have been picked up at any garage sale.



Helooked closer and saw a stack of Pog disks, a Rubik's cube, a Koosh ball with purple and green
spikes, abearish looking Beanie Baby, ared Matchbox Corvette, agray Furbie with pink ears, a
red-sneakered Sonic the Hedgehog doll, atiny Bart Simpson balancing on an even tinier skateboard, and
afew other lessidentifiable tchotchkes.

But the item that grabbed Jack’s attention was a Roger Rabbit key ring. For an instant, as his eyes drifted
past it, he thought he saw it shimmer. Nothing obvious, just the dightest waver dong itsedges. Ashe
snapped to it, he saw nothing unusudl. Probably just adefect in the window. Old glasswas like that, full
of ripples and other defects.

He stared more closdly at thelittle plagtic figure and noticed that some of the red had rubbed off its
overdls, and off theyelow gloves at the ends of his outstretched arms. But what struck him and grabbed
him was the intense pale blue of Roger's eyes. Supinein his somewhat cruciform pose, he seemed to be
saring at Jack, imploringly. Real pathos there, which wasway out of character since Roger was pretty
much amoron.

Thelittle key ring made him think of Vicky, who'd taken to the Roger Rabbit video lately. Watched it a
minimum of three timesaweek and could do afair mimic of Roger's sdivarladen, " Pppppleececase,
Eddiel" Vicky would lovethiskey ring.

Jack looked for the knob on the door and found instead a sturdy padiock. Odd. Every other piecein the
store, no matter how small, had to be more valuable than al of these put together. Why the lock?

"We're getting ready to close now," said avoice behind him.
Jack turned to face the proprietor himself. The older man's expresson was neutrd.
"So soon?”

"Six o'clock isclosing timetoday,” Bellitto said. "Isthere anything | can help you with before welock the
door?'

"Yes" Jack said, turning back to the display case. "I'm interested in one of these doo-dads.”

"I can't imagine why. They are beyond question the least interesting items in the shop. Remnants of recent
fads. Detritus of pop culture.”

"Exactly why | want one.”

"Which, may | ask?'

"The Roger Rabbit key ring."

"Oh, yes." Histhinlips curved into asmdl, tight smile. "That one's specid. Very specid.”

"Not s0 specid. I'm sure haf azillion were sold, but no one's making them any more, and | know
someonewho'd readly—"

"I'm so very sorry. It'snot for sale.”
"Yourekidding."
"| assureyou that | do not... kid."

"Then why put them on display?'



Theanemic smilereturned. "Becauseit pleases me.”

"Oh, | getit. Kind of likeajoke. Lock up thejunk and leave the vauables lying around. Y ou didn't Strike
me a postmodern dude.”

"I should hope not. Let's just say that thesetiny treasures carry a certain sentimental valuefor meand |
like to leave them out where people can seethem.”

"Doesthe sentimental value of that Roger Rabbit Key ring exceed ten bucks?"

"I'm afraid it does."

"How abouit fifteen?'

He shook his head. "No."

"Twenty-five, then?"

"No."

"Fifty?

"Sorry."

"A hundred?'

A head shake. Bdllitto's smile had broadened. He was enjoying himsdif.

Thiswas crazy. The guy couldn't mean it. Turn down ahundred bucks for that little piece of junk?
Jack took aquick look at Bdllitto's ears. Nope, no hearing aids.

Okay, timeto cdl hisbluff.

"How about five hundred?'

Another head shake.

Smug son of abitch, Jack thought. How can he say no? All right, one moretry. Thisone has to get him.

"Miger, | will give you one thousand dollars—are you listening?—one thousand US dollarsfor that key
ring. And that'smy find offer. Tekeit or leaveit.”

"| prefer to leaveit, thank you."

Jack's shock wastinged with relief. He'd alowed himsdlf to get carried away here. A thousand bucks for
aworthlesslittle, tchotchke like that? Who was crazier here?

Helooked back at Roger Rabbit, whose eyes ill held that imploring look.

"Sorry, guy. Maybe next time."

"No next time," Bellitto said. "When | said, 'Not for sale,' it was not asdes ploy. | meant it."
"l guessyou did. Still, can't blameaguy for trying."

He glanced at hiswaich. "Past closng time, I'm afraid.”



Jack said, "Yeah," and started for the door.

"Tel me, Mr...?"

"Butler," Jack sad.

"Tel me, Mr. Butler. Would you redly have paid me athousand dollarsfor thet key ring?'
"That'swhat | offered.”

"Tak ischesp, Mr. Butler."

"Soitis. Andthisisjust moretak. So | guesswell never redly know, will we."

Jack gave him awave and stepped through the door into the twilight.

Eli Bdlitto... the man seemed amode of cool control. Jack sensed no seething cauldron of violence
readying to erupt. Sensed no passion at dl, in fact. Admittedly it had been abrief meeting, and in his
experience he'd found that people were rarely what they seemed, but Eli Bellitto seemed along way from
anew-moon lunatic.

He hoped he was right. Hed play watchdog for three nights and that would be that.

He made a show of casud window shopping, doing adow sidestep to the end of the building, then
crossing the street to afurniture store, aready closed. At six sharp Jack saw the redheaded trainee clerk
step out and head up toward Houston, followed by the older woman. With aclattering chorus, metal
shutters began unrolling from their cylindrica bins over the windows. Bellitto came out amoment later
and locked them down. Then he rolled down asimilar shutter over the door by hand. After that was
locked, he strolled right, turning the corner and moving a dozen paces down the Side Street to where he
entered a doorway.

Home sweet home, Jack thought. Now be agood boy, Eli Bdllitto, and stay in for the night. Catch up on
al those Sopranos episodes you missed during the season.

He crossed back over to Bdllitto's side, to check the street number, and he heard something crunch
beneath hisfeet. He looked down and found a scatter of broken glass, some pieces frosted, some clear.
As he moved on he glanced up and found the source: the lens of the street light had come loose and
falen. No... the bulb was missing, or broken off. He thought he could make out a couple of deep dings
inthe metal casing. Y eah. No question. Someone had shot out the street light. With apellet gun, most
likely.

Jack looked around. Didn't like this. The dead light would leave Bdllitto's end of the street in darkness.
Who'd doneit? Bdllitto himsdalf? Or someone out to get him?

Jack continued to move down the block until he came to asmall bistro across the street. A few couples
sat around the white resin tables on the sdewalk. Jack positioned himsdlf at onethat gave him aview of
Belitto's door, and ordered a Corona, no lime. HEd nurse afew, eventudly have dinner, killing the hours
till darkness. Then held find a shadowed spot with aview of the doorway—not too hard with the street
light out—and camp theretill midnight.

Jack kicked himsdlf for taking this nothing job. Instead of sitting done at thisrickety table, he could be
hanging at Gia's, having adrink with her and playing sous chef as shefixed dinner.

But Edward had been so frightened that his brother might hurt somebody, and Jack had responded to



that. Still, he could have let this one go by. Hed promised Gia hed stay away from the rough jobs. At
worgt, thisone might involve alittle roll and tumble, but he didn't think hed have too much trouble
contralling Eli Bdlitto.

He wished al hisfix-itswerelike the Kentons. He was |ooking forward to Tuesday's encounter with
Madame Pomeral. That had dl the makings of afun fix.

IN THE IN-BETWEEN

She realizes she is female, but nothing beyond that. She knows she once had a name but she can't
remember it.

She also knows that she did not live in this place, this old cold house. She had a warm home
somewhere but cannot remember where it lies. And even if she did, she could not—go there.

She cannot leave. She hastried, but sheistied to this awful house. She wishes she knew why. It
might explain thisterrible sourceless rage that envelops her.

If only she could remember her name!

Sheislonely, but not alone. There are othersin this place. She has reached out but cannot make
contact. Yet she keepstrying...

IN THE WEE HOURS

Lyle awoke to the sound of running water. Hisroom was dark, the windows open to the night, and
somewhere...

The shower.
"Now what?' he muttered as he pulled the sheet aside and hung hislegs over the edge of the bed.

He blinked and brought the display of hisclock radio into focus: 1:21. He stared dully at thered LED
digits. Hefet drugged. Hed been way down in deep, deep deep and hisbrain and body were il
fumbling back to aertness. As he watched the display, the last digit changed to azero.

7:.20?
But just afew seconds ago it had been... or at least he'd thought it had been...
Never mind. The shower was running. He jumped off the bed and hurried to the adjoining bathroom.

Lylefelt the steam before he saw it. He fumbled along the wall, found the light switch, and flipped it on.
Billows of moisturefilled the bathroom, so thick he could bardly find hisway. He made it to the shower
and reached out toward the curtain. ..

And hestated. Something told him not to pull it open. Maybe one of those premonitions he didn't believe
in, maybe the result of seeing too many horror movies, but he sensed something besides running water
behind the curtain.

Fedling suddenly cold despite the enveloping hot mist, Lyle backed away, one step... two...



No. Hewasnt giving in to this. With astrangled cry that anticipated the terror of what he might see, Lyle
legped forward and dashed the curtain aside.

He stood there in the steam, gasping, heart pounding, staring at a shower running full blast at max hest.
But the spray wasn't running straight into the tub. It was bouncing against something. .. something that
wasn't there and yet was. And after the spray struck whatever it was, the water turned red and ran down
into the tub to swirled away into the drain.

Lyleclosed his eyes, shook his head, then looked again.

The shower continued to run and billow up steam, but the spray now flowed uninterrupted into the tub,
and remained clear al theway down to thedrain.

What's happening to me? he thought as he reached in and turned the knob.
And then he sensed someone behind him in the steam.
"Wha—7?'

He spun and found no one. But movement to hisleft caught Lyl€'s eye. Something on the big mirror over
thesink... dripping linesforming on the moisture-laden glass... connecting into letters... then...

Words.
Who areyou?

Lyle could only stare, could only think that thiswasn't happening, he was dreaming again, and pretty
soon—

Three more question marks, each bigger than the last, added themselves to the end of the question.
Who areyou??7??

"l... I'mLyle" he croaked, thinking, It'sadream, so play dong. "Who areyou?"

| dont know.

"Why areyou here?'

The same words were rewritten below.

| dont know. Im scared. | want to go home

"Wheré'shome?'

| DONT KNOW

Then something dammed against the mirror with wall-rattling force to create a spider-web shatter the size
of abasketbdl. The lights went out and ablast of cold tore through the bathroom, plunging the climate
fromrain forest to arctic circle. Lyle legped for the light switch but his bare foot hit apuddle; he dipped
and went down just as he heard another booming impact break more of the mirror. Glass confetti
peppered him with the third impact. He crouched on his knees with his forehead against the floor, hands
clasped over the back of his head as whatever wasin the room with him pounded the mirror again and
againinafit of mindlessrage.



And then as suddenly asit began, it sopped.

Sowly, cautioudy, Lyle raised his head in the echoing darkness. Somewhere in the house—down the
hall—he heard running footsteps, and then his brother's voice.

"Lylel Lyle, you dl right?' The bedroom light came on. "Dear God, Lyle, where are you?'
"Inhere
Heroseto hisknees but could find neither the strength nor the will to regain hisfeet. Not yet.

He heard Charlie's gpproach and called out, "Don't comein. There's glass on the floor. Just reach in and
hit thelight."

Lylewasfacing away from the doorway. When the light came on he looked over his shoulder and saw a
wide-eyed and dack-jawed Charlie staring at him.

"Whet the fuck—" Charlie began, then caught himself. "Dear Lord, Lyle, what you done?!

Charlie's use of aword he had expunged from his vocabulary since held been born again told Lylethe
true depth of his brother's shock. Looking around, he couldn't blame him. Glittering divers and pebbles
of glasslittered the floor; the big mirror looked asif Shag had been bouncing a granite basketball against
it.

"Waant me."

"Thenwho?'

"Don't know. Seeif you can find a blanket and throw it on the floor so | can get out of here without
meaking hamburger of my feet.”

While Charlie went looking, Lyle pushed himsdf to hisfeet and turned, careful to stay in the glass-free
circleof floor under him.

Charlie regppeared with a blanket. "This one pretty thin but—"

He stopped and stared, alook of abject horror stretching his features.

What?"

Charlie pointed awavering finger at Lyl€'s chest. "Oh, God, Lyle, you—you cut yoursdlf!"

Lyle looked down and felt his knees soften when he saw his T-shirt front soaked in crimson. He pulled
up the shirt and thistime his kneeswouldn't hold him. They buckled and he crumbled to the floor when
he saw the deep gash in his chest, so degp he could see his convulsively besting heart through the

opening.

Helooked up a Charlie, met histerrified eyes, tried to mouth aword or two but failed. He looked down
agana hisched...

And it waswhole. Intact. Clean. No hole, no blood, not adrop on hisskin or his shirt.
Just like what had happened to Charlie last night.

Helooked up at hisbrother again. Y ou saw that, right? Tell meyou saw it thistime.”



Charlie was nodding like abobble-head doll. "I saw it, | saw it! | thought you was buggin' last night, but
now... | mean, what—?"

"Throw that blanket down. | want to get out of here."

Charlie held onto one end and tossed the rest toward Lyle. They spread it out atop the glass-littered tile
and Lyle crawled—he didn't trust hislegsto support him so he crawled—to the door.

When he reached the carpet Lyle stayed down, huddling, shaking. He wanted to sob, wanted to vomit.
Things hed dways dishelieved were proving true. The pillars of hisworld were crumbling.

"What just happened in there, Lyle?' Charlie said, knedling beside him and laying an arm across his
shaking shoulders. "Wheat thisal about?"

Lyle gathered himself, swallowed the bile at the back of histhroat, and straightened his spine.

"Y ou know what you said about this house being haunted? I'm beginning to think you'reright." He looked
up at the clock radio, which now read 1:11. Who knew how long it had been running backwards. It
could bethreein the morning for al he knew. "Fuckit, | know you'reright.”

"What we do about it, man?"

Something strange and angry had invaded their house. Wasthat anger directed at him? At Charlie? He
hoped not, because he sensed it ran wide and frighteningly deep. Charlie wanted to know what they
were going to do. How could he answer that without even knowing what they were facing?

He grabbed Charliesarm and got to hisfest.

"I don't know, Charlie. But I know one thing we're not doing, and that'sleaving. Thisis our place now
and nobody, living or dead, ischasng usout.”

MONDAY
1
Giawas aring at the clock when the phone rang.

She sat at the kitchen table, amug of green tea cooling next to her elbow. An hour, dmost to the minute,
since shed called Dr. Eagleton's office about her pregnancy test. The receptionist had said her results
weren't in yet, but she'd call the Beth Isradl 1ab and have them fax it over.

Jack was gone. After making afew cryptic cals earlier thismorning, hed gone out to run afew errands,
and since then Gia had barely moved.

But she moved now, rising, stepping to the phone, checking the caler 1D, seeing the name A. Eagleton
MD on the display. Her breath caught amoment, she hesitated, then snatched up thereceiver.

IIYS?I
"Ms. DiLauro?" A girl'svoice. She sounded like ateenager.
"Speaking." Her hand felt dick on the plagtic.

"ThisisDr. Eagleton's office returning your cal. Doctor saysto tell you that your pregnancy test is
postive”



Giafdt her body go rigid. She brought up her second hand to help grip the receiver, to keep it from
fdling.

"You're... youresure?'

"Pogtive." Shegiggled. "l mean, yes. Doctor wants you to arrange an gppointment for some routine
preliminary blood work. When do you think you can—7?"

Giahung up on her and sat down.
I'm pregnant. With Jack's baby... Jack's and mine.

She should be bursting with joy, she knew, but she wasn't. Instead she felt uncertain, and maybe alittle
afrad.

Giaclosed her eyes. I'm not ready for this... thetiming'sal wrong.

She picked up the mug of tea, looking to warm her chilled hands, but the cup was nearly room
temperature. Shetook asip of the pae yelow liquid but it tasted sour on her tongue.

Of coursethiswasn't just about her. There was Jack. Telling him wasn't amatter of if—because he had
every right to know—»but a matter of when. It was so very early in the pregnancy, atime when too many
things could go wrong and end in miscarriage. Sheld had two of those before Vicky was born.

Then the question of how he'd react. She knew Jack, probably better than anyone elsein the world.
Even better than Abe. But she still wasn't sure how held dedl with it in the long run.

She knew hisfirst reaction would be joy. Hed be happy for her, for himself. A baby. She wanted to see
him grin, see hiseyesglow. And she knew it might be enough to drag him out of hisfunk over losing
Kate. Onelife ends, then anew one begins.

But tdling thisearly carried risks. What if, say, next week, she miscarried?
Jack, you're afather-to-be! You'refirst child ison the way!
No, wait. Never mind. Y our child isgone. Sorry.

Consdering how down held been, wasit right to risk putting him on that sort of emotional roller coaster?
Wouldn't it be better, kinder after what held just gone through to wait until she was sure her pregnancy
wasfirmly established?

Or was she just buying hersaf more time before she had to face up to the task of telling him?

So those were the short-term issues. But what about long term? When it sank into Jack what raising a
child, what true fatherhood would mean to hisindependence, histreasured autonomy... what then?
Would hethink the cost too high?

2

The yelow plastic sandwich board sign stood in the middle of the sidewalk, itsred letters reflecting the
morning sun.

ERNIE'SPHOTO I-D
ALL KINDS
PASSPORT
DRIVERSLICENSE



TAXI

Jack cut around it and stepped through the open doorway into atiny store packed to the ceiling with
miniature Statues of Liberty, New Y ork City postcards, customizable T-shirts, sports caps, and anything
else Ernie could cram into arack or onto a shelf. Ernie's shop made Abe's seem like the wide open
range.

"Hey, Em."

The skinny, droopy-faced man behind the counter wore an ugly orange Hawaiian shirt and had aPall
Mall dangling from the corner of his mouth, JP Belmondo style. He looked up and winked.

"Witchain aminute, Sir," he said and went right back into his spiel to an old Korean tourist about apair
of Ray Ban Predators.

"We'retakin' big savings here. Real money." He pronounced it monnay—ike "Monday" without the d.
"I'm tellin’ you, these ligt for ninety bucks. | can let you have 'em for fifty."

"No-no," the old man said. "l see down street for ten. Ten dollah.”

"But they're knock-offs. They ain't the real thing. Y ou buy ‘em today and tomorrow morning the lensesl|
fall out and the templesll break off. But these, my friend, these arethered ded.”

Jack turned away and pretended to browse through arack of bootleg videos. Nothing Ernie sold was the
redl dedl.

His mind wandered back to Gia. Hed dept over again last night. Nice. He loved waking up next to her.
But sheld seemed s0 jumpy thismorning. She'd looked impatient when he'd been making calls, and hed
gotten the impression she'd been waiting for him to leave. He didn't consider himself the easiest person to
live with, but was he getting on her nerves adready?

The old guy had haggled Ernie down to thirty-five and left wearing his cool shades.

"Hey, Jack," Ernie said, folding the money into his pocket. Too many years of unfiltered cigarettes had
given him afrog'svoca cords. "How y'doin’. How y'doin’." He shook his head. " Tough t'make a buck
these days, y'’know? Redl tough.”

"Yeah," Jack said, easing up to Ernie's combination display case and counter. Half a dozen faux Rolexes
glittered through the crisscrossed scratchesin the glass. "Things aretight dl around.”

"These street guys arekillin' me. | mean, what overhead they got? They roll out ablanket or set up a
cardboard box and they'rein business. They're sdlin’ the same stuff asme for afin over cost. Me, you
wouldn't believe therent | gotta pay for this here closeat.”

"Sorry to hear that." Ernie had been crying poverty since anumber of hisfake ID sources dried up after
the World Trade Center catastrophe. He'd been Jack's main source of driver'slicenses and photo IDs
for many years. "Y ou get the queer we talked about?'

"Suredid." He pointed to the door. "Make uslook closed, will ya?'

Jack locked the door and flipped the open sign to closed. When he returned to the counter, Ernie had a
stack of currency on the glass.

"Hereshebe. FiveK of it."



Jack picked up one of the hundred-dollar bills. He snapped it, held it up to the light. Not too crisp, not
too limp. "Looks pretty good to me."

"Y eah, it'sgood work but they're cold as bin Laden's ass. Every clerk from Bloomi€sto the lowliest
bodega's got that serial number tacked up next to the cash regigter.”

"Perfect,” Jack said. Just what he wanted. "What do | owe you?"

"Gimme twenty and wéelll cal it even." He grinned as he started stuffing the billsinto a brown paper bag.
"I'll knock the price down to fifteen if you take more off my hands."

Jack laughed. "Y ou're redly looking to dump thisjunk, aren't you."

"Tel meabout it. Stuff was golden for awhile, but 'bout dl it's good for now islightin' cigars and stuffin'
cracksin adrafty room. Can't even useit for toilet paper. Liagbility having it around.”

"Why don't you just burn it?"

"Easier said than done, my man. Especidly inthe summer. Firg off, | ain't got no fireplacein my
gpartment, and eveniif | did, | wouldn't want to burn it there. And the bums ain't lightin' up their trashcans
inthisheet, so0 | can't just walk by and dump afew stacksinto thefire. I'm gonna haftawait till winter. Till
then, I'm glad to have someone take even alittle off my hands."

"What are friendsfor?' Jack said, handing him atwenty and taking the paper bag.

Ernielooked a him. "I don't get it. Why you want bad queer when | can get you good? Whatta you
gonnado with it?"

Jack amiled. "Buy mysdf agarway to heaven.”

3

"Y ou're sure you want to go in?" Jack said as he pulled his car into an empty parking spot about haf a
block from Ifasen's house.

Giathought about that a second. "Of course. | wouldn't have come otherwise.”
He shook hishead. "Y ou've never, ever done anything like this before.”
Sheamiled a him. "Firg timefor everything, right?'

Like being afather, she thought.

She was such acoward. Jack had said he was going to pay acall on Ifasen—athough hewas caling him
Lyle now—to pick up afee, and shed told him she wanted to come along. She'd explained it as some
sort of proprietary interest—after al, she'd found him the job—and had kidded him about collecting a
finder'sfee.

But she had amore serious reason for going with him. Two of them, in fact.

Firg, she'd decided to tell him about the pregnancy now rather than later. She wasn't good at hiding
things or keeping secrets. It wasn't her nature. Best to put it out in the open where they both could dedl
withit.

But she hadn't found an opening. Or so sheld told hersalf during the trip from Midtown to Astoria. Truth



was, she smply hadn't been able to admit that she'd been so careless.
Shed tell him on theway homefor sure.

The second reason was that she wanted to ask |fasen—Lyle—about histwo-child prediction. The
rationa part of her brain knew it had been atrick or alucky guess, or whatever, but another part kept
asking, Did he know? And if so, was there any more he could tell her? She knew the questions would
keep bouncing around her mind until she had some answers.

Y es, she knew it didn't make sense, and that this wasn't like her, but...

Hey, I'm pregnant. I've got hormones surging every which way. | don't have to make sense.

Jack had hisarm around her waist as they walked aong the uneven sdewalk toward Lylesyard.
Lyle... it carried nowhere near the spiritudistic ring, the psychic vibrations of Ifasen.

"Y ou have returned?'

Giajumped at the sound of alilting woman's voice behind her. She and Jack turned as one.
"Pardon me?' Giasaid.

An Indian woman in ared sari. Giathought shelooked familiar, and then remembered sheld seen her
Friday night. Right herein fact. Sheld worn ablue sari then, but she had the same big German shepherd
onaleash.

"You must not gointhere," thewoman said. "Very bad for you."

"Y ou told usthat the other night," Jack said, "but nothing happened. So why are you—?"
"Something did happen!" Her black eyesflashed. "Earth tremble!™

"Sowhat are you teling us?' Jack said. "'If we go in there again therelll be another earthquake?”
"l anteling you it isabad place, dangerousfor both of you."

The woman seemed so sincere, and that struck an uneasy chord within Gia. When her dog looked up at
her with his big brown shepherd's eyes and whimpered, it only added to her disquiet.

"Thank you for thewarning," Jack said. Hetook Gias arm and guided her away, toward the house.
"Let'sgo.”

Giacomplied, but asthey moved away she glanced back over her shoulder to see the woman and her
dog staring after them.

She leaned againgt Jack. "What was she talking about?

""She could be talking about the house's history, or she might think we're heading in to attend a seance
and because of that our salvation isin jeopardy. Who knows?'

Giaglanced back again but the woman and her dog were gone. Moved on, she guessed.

Asthey headed up the walk toward the house Giatried to put her unease behind her. To lighten up she
pointed to the dead brown leaves on dl the foundation plantings.



"Who's his gardener? Julio?'

Jack laughed. "No. Just one phase of the harassment he's been suffering. If dl goeswell, that will cometo
an end red soon.”

"But no rough Stuff, right?"

"Pure subterfuge, my dear, and nothing more.”

Good, she could have said. | don't want your child growing up without afather.

But she didn't want to lay that on him just as they walked through Lyle Kenton's door.

The man who had been Ifasen answered Jack's knock. He wore a cutoff Spartans swesatshirt, blue
running shorts, and was barefoot.

"Jack," he said, but his smile was wesk, distiracted. "Right on time. Comeonin.”
"I don't know if you remember Gia," Jack said. "She was here Friday night with Junie and the rest of us."

"Yes, of course." He gave Giaafleeting smile and aquick little bow. "Nice to see you again." He seemed
tense.

Jack must have noticed it too. As he guided Giaahead of him through the door he said, " Something
wrong?'

Lyle shook hishead. " Some strange stuff going on with the house last night.”

"You think it'sthe Fosters?" Jack looked surprised. "They should be—"

Lyle shook hishead. "Definitely not them.”

"That'sgood. Anything | can do?'

His eyestook on astrange look. Not fear, not anger.

Morelikedismay. "Not in your field. I'll go get your money."

Whatever was going on, he didn't seem to want to talk about it. But maybe held talk about Friday night.
"Beforeyou go," Giasaid as Lyle started to turn away, "can | ask just one question?’

He stopped and looked at her. "Certainly."

"It's about Friday night... when you were answering those questions we'd written on those cards.”
"The billet reading. What about it?"

"Well..." Sheglanced at Jack who was watching her with a puzzled expression. She fdt foolish. HEd
aready answered the question for her, but she had to hear it again, in theflesh. "I don't know if you
remember my question... | asked—"

"'How many children will I have? Correct? And | told you it would betwo, | believe." Another quick
haf-amile. "Did you want adifferent answer?'

"I... I want to know why you said that number. Wasit just aguess, or wasit, | mean, do you know



something?'

"Gia," Jack said, "didn't —"

"I know, Jack, but just let me hear it from him."

Lylewaslooking at Jack.

"Go ahead," Jack said. "Tell her." He paused, then added, "The truth.”
Lyle hesitated, then shrugged. "Just aguess. Nothing more.”

"Y ou're sure? No little voice, no psychic emanations?'

"Just aguess. Anything else?'

"No. That'sdl. Thanksfor your honesty."

Lyle gave another of hislittle bows and opened adoor behind him. As he receded down ahalway, Gia
saw what looked like a kitchen and windows opening onto the rear of the house.

"Told you," Jack said when they were alone. He looked alittle annoyed that his explanation hadn't been
enough.

"I'm sorry, Jack."

"Nothing to be sorry for." He was staring at her. "But isthat why you wanted to come along today? To
ak himthat?'

She nodded. "Dumb, huh.”
Maybe it wasn't so dumb, considering her present condition, but she surefelt dumb.

Hesmiled a her. "Nothing you do isdumb. It'sjust that | don't understand this sudden fixation on
something acomplete sranger said.”

"I'll explain later... onthe way home." | hope.

Jack was il staring at her. "'l don't get it. What—?"

Just then Lyle returned with awhite, legal-size envelope. He handed it to Jack.
"Hereyou go. First haf. When do you think the second payment will be due?’
"Assuming al goeswdl," Jack said, "in afew days"

"Phasetwo isgtill on for tomorrow afternoon?”

Lyle obvioudy wastrying to be cryptic. He probably didn't know that Jack had told her about the
Kentons problems with Madame Pomerol on the drive out. Gia decided to leaveit that way.

Shedidn't catch Jack's reply because movement in the hallway behind Lyle caught her attention. Sherose
on tiptoe and craned her neck for a better look.

A pae-skinned girl with long blond hair was walking down the hdl toward the kitchen. She was dressed
inwhat looked like riding clothes—breeches and boots. Was there a stable nearby? She looked to be



about Vicky's age—couldn't have been more than eight or nine. Giawondered where shed come from
and what she was doing here.

Asthe girl turned the corner into the kitchen, she glanced over her shoulder and her blue eyeslocked
with Gias. And Gia saw in them adepth of need, of longing that pierced her heart.

Lyles glance flicked toward her. He must have seen something in her face. "' Something wrong?'
"Who'sthelittlegirl ?*
Lylewhirled asif hed heard ashot behind him. "Little girl? Where?"

"Right there, inthe hall." He was blocking her view now. Gialeaned |€eft to see and found the hall empty.
" She was there a second ago."

"Therésno girl inthishouse, big or little”

"l saw her. A littleblonde.” Gia pointed down the hal. " She wasright there, walking toward the kitchen.”
Lyleturned and hurried down the hall.

"Charlie" he caled. "Come down here asec, will you."

Giafollowed Lyle, noting the stairway to the second floor on her left. It struck her as an odd design until
she redlized that the house had been remodel ed to accommodate the Channeling Room. She heard Jack
behind her.

Lyle angled through the kitchen and leaned into an adjoining room for aquick look. Apparently satisfied
no one was there, he went to the open back door. He pushed on the screen door and stood on the small
stoop to survey the backyard. The midday sun gleamed off his dreadlocks. After amoment he stepped
back insde and stared a Gia as the screen door dammed closed behind him.

"Youresureyou saw alittlegirl?'

ey

He turned toward the rear door again. "Then she must have run out through the backyard.”
"] doubt that," Jack said.

Giaturned to see him standing next to a door that opened onto a down staircase.

"Why?' said Lyle.

"Because we didn't hear the screen door dam. Unless she took the time to easeit closed before running
away, she'sgill here" He jerked athumb toward the cellar stairs. "And | bet | know where."

Lyl€'s brother arrived from the second floor. He wore atank top and sweat pants with the legs bunched
up under the knees; his black-and-white Lugs, with the tongues |alling over their untied laces, looked like

thirsty dogs.

Lyle quickly introduced Giaas"Jack'sfriend” and she was struck by the warmth in Charli€'s smile when
he bumped knuckleswith Jack. The smilefaded as Lyletold him about the little girl Giahad seen.

Jack and Giawaited in the kitchen while Lyle and Charlie searched their basement. Jack stepped to the



back door and peered through the screen at the small backyard.

Without looking at her, he said, "Did you ever sneak into astranger's house when you were alittle girl ?*
"Areyou kidding?"

"Did you ever even think about doing such athing?!

"Never. I'd be scared to death.”

"Y ou mean, sort of like Lyle and Charlie are right now?' He turned toward her and lowered hisvoice.
"I'm not saying they're scared to death, but they're sure as hell frightened by something. I don't know
about you, but | don't find little girls particularly frightening. So what's redlly—?"

She heard footsteps on the stairs and turned to see the Kenton brothers emerge from the cdllar.
"Empty," Lylesad. "She must have ran out the back door.”
"Without making asound?' Jack said.

Lyle shrugged. "Theré's no place ese she could go." He gave Charlie an uneasy look. "Isthere?" Then he
turned to Gia. "Areyou—?"

"Yes, I'msure” she said, more sharply than sheintended. "I'm not in the habit of halucinating.”
Giadescribed her fully, leaving out only the longing in the child's eyes.

"A blond kid," Charlie said, rubbing hisjaw. "Not many blondes around here, know'm sayin'?"
"Maybe you should keep your doors locked when you're upstairs,” Gia said.

Lyle's expression was blesk. "I wish we could.”

"I hateto bresk thisup,” Jack said, pointing to hiswatch, "but I've got to pick up some propsfor my date
with Madame Pomeral."

The good-byes seemed strained and strange, with Giafeding that the Kenton brothers wanted them to
go and yet somehow didn't want to be left alone in the house.

"Something going on with those two,” Jack said asthey waked toward hiscar. "They're jumpy asmice.”

"I wonder why," Giasaid. "And | know | saw that little girl, Jack. | can't explain how she got in or how
shegot out, but | know what | saw."

"l believe you. And the strange thing is, | think the brothers Kenton believe you too, athough it seems
they'd rather not.”

She looked around for the Indian woman. She wanted to say, See? We went in and here we are out
again, and nothing happened. But she was nowherein sght.

Jack opened the car door for her and she dipped into the passenger seat. When he'd seated himself
behind the whedl, he turned to her.

"And speaking of blief, now do you believe that his guess about two kidswas just that: aguess?”

"l do," shesaid, thinking, hereit is, thisisthe moment. "But you've got to understand where I'm coming



from and why | was obsessing oniit.”
Jack started the car. "Tell me."

Giahestated, then blurted, "I'm pregnant.”

4

Jack started to laugh—for a second there he thought Gia had said she was pregnant—and then he saw
thelook in her eyes.

"Didyou say... pregnant?’
She nodded and he saw a glimmer of tears. Joy? Dismay? Both?

Sometiny corner of Jack's brain redlized that this was afragile moment, and it was laboring to find the
right thing to say, but the remainder of hisbrain had gone to mush as he struggled to grasp, to
comprehend the meaning of those words....

I'm pregnant.

"M-mi—" He caught himsdlf. Hed been about to say, Mine? A reflex. Of courseit was his. "Were
having ababy?'

Gianodded again and now her lower lip was trembling as the tears started to dip down her cheeks.

Jack dipped across the seat and folded her into hisarms. She sobbed as she pressed againgt him and
buried her face againgt his neck.

"Oh, Jack, | didn't mean for thisto happen. Don't be mad. It was an accident.”

"Mad? Jeez, Gia, why would | be mad? Shocked, yes, baffled too, but mad isthe last thing. It's not even
onthemap.”

"Thank God! I—"

"How long have you known about this?*

"Sncethismorning.”

"And we rode dl the way out here together and you didn't say aword? How come?”
"l meant to, but..."

"But what?'

"l didn't know how you'd react.”

Thiswasanew shock. "What did you think I'd do? Walk out? Why on earth—7"
"Because of dl the changesyou'll have to makeif you stay on.”

"Hey." He held her tighter. "I'm not going anywhere. And | can handle any changes. But let'sjust say |
did ssomp out, what would you do? Would you. .. end the pregnancy?"

Shejerked back to stare at him with red-rimmed eyes. "Have an abortion? Never! That's my baby!"



"Minetoo." He couldn't bear the thought of anyonekilling their baby. He hugged her again. "'I'm gonna be
adaddy. Me. | can't believeit. Y ou're sure you're pregnant?’

She nodded. "Beth-lsradl sure”

"Wow." Theword popped out of hismouth. Helaughed. "Hey, am | articulate, or what? But redlly ...
wow! A little somebody made with part of me, walking and talking and growing up.”

A piece of him moving beyond him, heading toward infinity. Wonder filled him, buoyed him.
The beep of ahorn brought him back to earth. He looked around.

A big guy in alittle Kia pointed to Jack's parking space and cdlled, "Y ou stayin' or goin'?"
Jack waved, started the Crown Vic, and pulled away.

"What do you think little Jack will belike?' he sad.

"'Little Jack'? What makes you think it will be aboy?'

"If it'sagirl itll mean you've been fooling around with somebody el

"Oh, redly? How's that work, pray tell?*

Jack puffed out hischest. "Wdll, I'm so manly | produce only Y sperm.”

She amiled. "No kidding?'

"Y ep. Never told you before because | didn't think it mattered. But now | fed you deserve to know the
truth."

"I've got newsfor you, buddy. It'sagirl. My Amazon ovacadrate Y sperms.”
Jack laughed. "Ouch!"

With Giasnuggled against him they drove and talked about when it could have happened and what sex it
might be and began throwing out girls names and boys names and Jack cruised through a changed
world, brighter and more full of hope and promise and possibility than he'd ever imagined.

5

Lylewas standing in the kitchen, tossing out the duminum foil that had wrapped the |eftover pizzadices
he and Charlie had finished for dinner, when he heard the voice.

He froze and listened. Definitely not Charliesvoice. No... achild's A littlegirl's. And it sounded asiif
shewassnging.

A littlegirl... Giahad seen alittle girl this afternoon. Was she back?

Lyle eased toward the center hall, where the sound seemed to be coming from. No doubt about it. A
little girl was Snging. The melody was tantalizingly familiar.

As hemoved into the hall her voice became clearer, echoing from beyond the closed door at the end of
the hal, from the waiting room.

And thewords...



"I think we're alone now..."
Wasn't that from the sixties? Tommy somebody?

He dowed his pace. Something odd about the voice, itstimbre, the way it echoed. It sounded far away,
asif it were coming from the bottom of awell. A very deep well.

At the door, Lyle hesitated, then grabbed the knob and yanked it open. The voice was loud now, amost
asif the child were shouting. The words bounced off the wals, seeming to come from al directions. But
where was the child?

Lyle stood in an empty room.
He stepped over to the couch and looked behind it, but found nothing but a couple of dust bunnies.

And now the sound was moving away ... down the hal he'd just passed through. Lyle moved back to the
door but saw no oneinthe hall. And till the sound kept moving awvay. He followed it.

"Charlie!" he called as he passed the gtairs. He told himsalf he wanted awitness, but deeper down he
knew he didn't want to be aone with this. "Charlie, get down here. Quick!"

But Charlie didn't respond—no voice asking, Whussup? No footstepsin the upper hallway. Probably
holed up in hisroom with his head stuck in apair of headphoneslistening to Gospel music while heread
the Bible. How many times was he going to read that book?

Lylefollowed the voice, till snging the same song, into the kitchen. But once he reached there, the voice
seemed to be coming from the cdllar.

Lyle paused at the top of the stairs, staring into the well of blackness below. He didn't want to go down
there, not alone. Not even with someone el sg, if the truth be known. Not after last night.

Hewondered if this delicate little voice was part of whatever had written on the bathroom mirror before
smashing it. Or was the house haunted by multiple entities?

"Chalid"
But again, no response.

Lyle and Charlie had spent most of the morning talking about whether or not they were really haunted. In
thewarm light of day, with the shock and the fear of the night before dissipated, Lyle had found it hard to
believe in such apossibility. But onelook in the bathroom at the maniacally shattered mirror was enough
to make him aconvert.

The big question was, what could they do about it? They couldn't exactly cal Ghostbusters. And even if
such agroup existed, think of the publicity: Psychic afraid of ghosts! Callsfor help! A PR nightmare.

The voice was fading now. Where could it go from the basement?

Lyletook adeep breath. He had to go down there. Curiosity, a need to know, pushed him for an
answer. Because knowing was better than not knowing. At least he hoped so.

Hicking thelight switch he took the stairs down in arush—no sense dragging this out—and found himsalf
inthe familiar but empty basement with its orange-painted floor, pecan paneling, and too-bright
fluorescents. He could still hear the singing, though. Very faintly. Coming from the center of theroom...
from the crack that ran the width of the floor.



No... couldn't be.

Lyle edged closer and gingerly crouched near the opening. No question about it. The voice was echoing
from down there, in the earthquake crevasse under his house.

He bent his head and rubbed his eyes. Why? This house was fifty-some years old. Why couldn't this
have happened to the last owner?

Wait, the last owner was dead.
All right, the next owner, then. Why me? Why now?

The voice faded further. Lyleleaned closer. It was ill singing "l Think Were Alone Now." Why that
tune? Why a bubblegum song from the sixties?

And then the lights went out and the strange little voice boomed from an anemic whisper to a
floor-rattling scream of rage that knocked Lyle onto hisback. A noxious cloud plumed around himin the
dark, the same graveyard odor as the night the crack first appeared, sending him scrambling acrossthe
floor and up the stepstoward light and air.

Sweating, panting, he dammed the cellar door and backed away until his back hit the kitchen counter.
Thiswas getting way out of hand He needed help, and fast, but he hadn't the faintest ideawhere to turn.

Sure as hell couldn't call on apsychic. HEd never met one who wasn't alying son of abitch.
He had to shake hishead. Just like me.

Okay, there were some who redlly believed in dl the crap they fed their sitters, but they were deluded.
And hedd found that people who lied to themsel ves were far more unreliable than those who ssimply lied
to others. Held take a con man over afool any time.

Lyle stared at the door and calmed himself. Timeto get agrip and face this Stuation head on. Because
what he'd said this morning was true. He was not leaving his home.

Hetook a deep breath. So. Look at what he had: Assuming that some sort of spirit world was real—and
he was being backed into accepting that now—it till had to follow somerules, didn't it? Every action had
an effect. Every incident had a cause.

Maybe not. But that was the only way he knew how to approach this. If other rules applied, he'd haveto
learn them. But for now, held go with cause and effect.

That said, what had caused al this? What had awakened this demon or ghost or entity, or attracted it to
his home? Was it something he or Charlie had done? Or was someone e se behind it?

Those were thefirst questions. Once he had those answers, the next step would be finding out what, if
anything, he could do about them.

6
"Morekashi?' Giasad.
Jack held up hisplate and said in his best Oliver Twist voice, "Please, maiam, could | have some more?”

Gia had whipped up one of her vegetarian dinners. She was on akashi kick these days, so tonight she'd
fixed kashi and beans with sides of sauteed spinach and diced Jersey beefsteaks with mozzarella. All



ddlicious, dl nutritious, al as good for abody asfood could possibly be; and though he'd push avay
from the table with afull belly, these meals dwayseft Jack feding like held missed a course.

Jack watched Giaas she scooped more kashi from the pot. The old townhouse had asmall kitchen with
cabinets and hardwood floor al stained unfashionably dark. Jack remembered when held first seen the
placelast year. Vicky'stwo old spinster aunts had been living here with their maid, Nellie. Theinterior
looked pretty much the same then, the furnishings hadn't changed, but the place had ared lived-in ook
now. A child will do that.

Jack let his eyes wander down Giastrim frame, wondering when sheld start to show, to swell, marveling
at the stresses women put their bodies through to bring a child into the world.

He shook his head. If men had to go through that the world would be damn near unpopul ated.

Still looking a Gia, he noticed an uncharacteristic tautnessin her posture. Her uncertainty over the
weekend as to whether or not she was pregnant would explain the mood swings he noticed, but he'd
have thought finding out and telling him would have broken her tenson. Something €l se was bothering
her.

Jack got up and pulled another Killian's from the fridge.
"Y ou don't mind that I'm drinking, do you?'

Thiswas histhird Killian'swhile Giawas still working on her first club soda. The bottle of wine hed
picked up on the way over sat unopened on the counter. Gia had told him that, as much as sheloved her
Chardonnay, she wouldn't be drinking for the next nine months.

"Not if it's beer. Wine might tempt me, but if the world suddenly forgot how to make beer, I'd never miss
it"

"A world without beer... what an awful thought."

He wondered how hard it would be for him to give up beer for nine months. One of life's grest pleasures
was wrapping his hand around a cold one toward the end of the day. He could swear off, but he sure as
hell wouldn't likeit.

He decided to float the idea past Gia, praying she'd shoot it down.
"If you're abstaining, maybe | should too."

Shegave him haf asmile. "What would that accomplish? My drinking could affect the baby; yours
won't."

Heraised hisfigt. "But how about solidarity, sharing the sacrifices of parenthood and dl that?!

"If you intend to be ared parent to this child, you're going to have to make alot more sacrificesthan |
will, so drink your beer."

That had an ominous ring. Jack took agrateful gulp of hisKillian's. "1 dready am ared parent. One of
them, at leest.”

"No, you'rethe father. That's the easy part. Y ou haven't begun being a parent yet. That's awhole other
metter."

Giaseemed edgy. What was she getting at?"'I'm aware of the difference between fathering a child and



rasngachild.

"Areyou?' Shereached acrossthe table and clasped hishand. "1 know you could be agreat parent,
Jack, awonderful father figure. But | wonder if you see what lies ahead for you if you make that
commitment.”

Now he knew where thiswas going.

"Y ou're talking about the Repairman Jack thing. No problem. Look, I've dready cut out certain kinds of
fix-its, and | can make other changes. | can—"

She sat there shaking her head. "Y ou're not seeing the big picture. Usually you're way ahead of me on
thingslikethis

"Whet am | missing?"

She glanced away, then back at him. "l wish | didn't have to say this because it makes mefed likelI'm
forcing you into something you won't want to do, and maybe even can't do.”

"Tdling me something isn't forcing me. Just tell me: What am | missng?'
"Jack, if you're going to be ared parent, you'll haveto redly exist."
Jack'sfirs reaction wasto say that he did exist, but he knew what she meant.
"Becomeacitizen?'

She nodded. "Exactly.”

A citizen. Chrigt, hed spent hiswhole adult life avoiding that. He didn't want to change now. Join the
masses... hedidn't know if he could.

"That sounds pretty radica. There must be someway..."

She was shaking her head. "Think about it. If this baby was born tomorrow, who could | put down asthe
father?'

IIM e.II
"And who are you? Where do you live? What's your Socid Security number?"
"Numbers," he grumbled. "I don't think you need the father's numbers on a birth certificate."

"Maybe not. But don't you think the baby would prefer afather who doesn't change hislast name every
week? Who doesn't fade away when he seesacop car?'

"Ga.."

"All right, I'm exaggerating, | know, but my point is, even though no one knowsyou exig, you livelikea
hunted man, Jack. Like afugitive. That's fine when you're single and are responsible only for yoursdlf, but
it doesn't work for a parent.”

"We've been over thisbefore."

"Y es, we have. In the context of our future together. But it was all conjecturd, with no set timetable." She
patted her abdomen. "Now weve got atimetable. Nine months, and the clock isticking."



"Ninemonths," Jack whispered. That seemed likenotimeat al.

"Maybe less. WEIl have amore preciseideaonce | have asonogram. But let's go past nine months. Let's
jump ahead five years. And let'sjust say that you leave your Stuation theway itis. We don't get married
but we're living together here—you, me, Vicky, and the baby. One big happy family."

"Soundsnice.”
"But what if | get breast cancer, or fal off asubway platformin front of atrain, or—?"
"Giag, comeon." What athought.

"Don't say it couldn't happen, because we both know it could. And right now, if something happensto
me, Vicky goesto my parents.”

Jack nodded. "I know."

It waslogical, and probably theright thing. Her grandparents would be Vicky's only living blood
relaives. But it would burn aholein hislifeto watch that little girl be taken off to lowa.

"But what if my folks aren't around when something happensto me? If they're dead, then it's not just
Vicky who's at risk, but our baby aswell. What happensto those two children?

"l takethem.”
"No. You won't be ableto. They'll be orphans and they'll become wards of the court.”
"Likehdl."

"What are you going to do? Abduct them? Take off with them and hide out? Change their names and
have them livelike fugitives? Isthat the kind of life you want for them?”'

Jack leaned back and sipped from his beer. It tasted sour on histongue. Because he was seeing it now,
al of it, the knotty immensty of the problem. How could he have missed it? Maybe because the
quotidian rituds of having no officid existence, of pursuing an under-the-radar lifestyle had becometo
him as natural and reflexive as bregthing.

Was he going to have to change the way he breathed?
Hedared & Gia "Y ouve obvioudy given thisalot of thought.”

She nodded. "It has consumed me for three days." Tearswelled in her eyes. "I'm not pushing you, Jack.
It'sjust that if anything happensto me | want to know my babies are safe.”

Jack rose and moved around the table. He lifted Giafrom her seat, did beneath, then settled her onto his
lgp. Sheclungto him.

He put hisarms around her and said, " Our babies. | couldn't love Vicky moreif she were my own. And |
don't fed pushed, okay? Fatherhood wasn't in my immediate plans, but that's okay. I'm flexible. I've
learned to adjust quickly to unexpected situationsin my work, and | can doit here. It'saresponsibility
and I'm not about to walk away fromiit."

"How will youdo it?'

"Become acitizen?| don't know. I'm sure my father has my birth certificate squirreled awvay somewhere,



so I'm pretty sure | can show I'm native-born. But | can't exactly show up at theloca Socia Security
office and ask for anumber. Folks down there will want to know where I've been these lagt thirty-six
years. And why I've never filed a1040. | can't just say I've been living abroad. Where's my passport?
Recordswill show | was never issued one. At worst they'll think 1'm some sort of terrorist. At best, a
wide array of city, state, and federa agencieswill belining up to file tax evasion charges and investigate
me for drug or armstrafficking. | don't know how well my past will hold up under that sort of scrutiny.
Some law firm will get rich defending me. And intheend | could wind up either broke or injail or both.
Mogt likely both.”

"I won't let you do that. I'd rather take my chances with you as you are than see you risk your freedom.
Y ou can't be aparent from behind bars. There's got to be another way. How about false documents?”

"They'll haveto be awfully damn good if I'm going to rest my whole future on them. But I'll start looking
intoit."

Giatightened her arms around him. "What a spot I've put you in."

"You?You haven't put me anywhere| haven't chosen to be. Thisisastuation | was going to haveto
face sooner or later. When | opted out | was, what, twenty-one? | wasn't looking ahead then. | never
thought about how 1'd get myself back in because | didn't care. Tdll thetruth, | didn't think I'd be around
long enough to have to worry about it.”

"Wereyou trying to get yoursdf killed?"

"No, but to someone watching me it might have seemed that way. | was reckless. No, that doesn't even
touchiit. | wasnuts. | look back at some of therisks | took and wonder how | ever survived. | had this
feding of immortdity then that gave methe confidence to try anything. Anything. A few nasty closecalls
eventually woke me up, but for awhilethere..." He shook his head a the memory. "Anyway, I'm ill
kicking, and now that it lookslike | might actudly survivethislifestyle, | can't see mysdf wanting to go on
living in the cracks when I'm seventy..”

Gialet go alittlelaugh. "A semi-senile Repairman Jack. Not a pretty picture.”

"Can you see me stopping in a Julio'sfor my afternoon warm milk, then hustling around, dodging the IRS
and AARPin my walker? What asight.”

They laughed, but not for long.
"Isthereaway out of this?' Giasaid.
"Hasto be. It needsafix. | eern my living fixing things. I'll figure something out."

Jack hoped he sounded alot more confident than he felt. This could be his biggest fix-it job—hisown
life

He stared out the back door at the fading light in the reddening sky, then glanced at the old oak clock on
thewall abovethe ank.

"Oops. Speeking of fix-its, gottago.”
Hefdt Giadtiffen. "That bodyguard job you told me about?'
"More like baby-gtting than bodyguarding.”



She leaned back and looked at him. ™Y ou be careful .”
Hekissed her. "1 will."
"Remember, you're Daddy-To-Be Jack, not Wildman Jack."

At the moment, Jack wasn't quite sure who he was.

7

Ensconced in hissdewalk seat at the bistro down the block from Eli Bdllitto's Shurio Coppe, Jack was
nearing the bottom of hisfirst Corona—no lime, please—with his eye on Bdllitto's door. HeEd ditched the
mullet wig and odd clothes hed worn in the store last night. He wore abasebal cap to hide hishair and
keep hiseyesin shadow, but otherwise he was pretty much himsdf tonight.

He'd watched the older woman and new clerk leave, seen Bellitto lock up and makethe
around-the-corner trip home. Twilight had faded into night, clouds had curdled in the formerly clear sky
and then fused into alumpy, low-hanging lid. Bdllitto's door floated in adeeper pool of darkness dueto
the broken street lamp at that end of the block.

Moretraffic tonight than last. A battle-scarred delivery truck rolled by, retching atubular cloud that
lingered inthe air behind it, dowly drifting Jack's way, obliterating the delicious odor of sautfed garlic
that had been wafting from the kitchen. Jack coughed. The joys of dining a fresco.

More people too, so he engaged in his favorite pastime: watching them. He saw acouple of pale-faced,
black-lipped goth chicks swish by in ankle-length black dresses. Then an odd interracid couple whedling
ababy carriage: he very dark in abutton-down shirt, tie, and khakis with his hair processed as straight as
Fifth Avenue, she porcdain whitein bib overalsand long, puffy, light brown dreadlockstrailing down her
back. A trio of teenage girls bounced by in off-the-shoulder blouses, bellbottoms, and cork platform
soles—the seventies were back.

Jack checked the placement of the dapper resting inside hisloose plaid shirt. The eight-ounce lead
weight inits head pulled the fabric out and down, giving him abit of agut. Hed worn his black
twelve-inch Fryeswith the classic harness and ring tonight, and his .38 AMT Backup sat strapped insde
the right one. He hoped he wouldn't have to use either. All quiet on the block. Everything pointed toward
another nothing night, which was not, except for the boredom, such abad thing.

His mind turned to his conversation with Gia, and the spot he wasin: How did he legitimize his existence
without risking his freedom? The obvious way was to become somebody €l se—take over the identity of
alegitimate, law-abiding, Socid Security numbered, tax-withholding, 401(k)-contributing, 1040-filing
citizen. Obvious, but not very feasible. Impossibleif sad citizen were il dive.

But what if he were dead?

That might work. But how? As soon as this good citizen's death certificate was registered, his Socia
Security number would be added to the Socia Security Death Index; anything Jack tried to do with the
dead man's SSN after that would ring aarms throughout the credit industry, and eventudly in the
Department of the Treasury.

No thank you.

Theideal candidate would be anutso recluse with no wife, no kids, no living relatives of any sort. He had
to bewithin ten years either side of Jack's age and had to die unnoticed in his newspaper-crammed

apartment—



No, wait. Better yet, he diesaonein hisremote, Ted Kaczynski-style cabin degp in the woods. Jack
would come upon his corpse, give him adecent buria, and walk away with the deceased's identity.

Y ep, had abit of amenta breakdown and hid myself away for awhile, but now I'm back and ready to
rgointherat race.

Jack snorted. Yeah, right... that'll happen. And who'll lead me to the cabin? The Easter Bunny?
Had to be away, damniit.

He heard adistant rumble. The air smelled of rain and he remembered hearing on the radio that some
was expected. He wished held paid more attention. Now tonight held the prospect of being wet aswell
as bored.

Swdl.

He was about to order a second Corona, and maybe some steamed shrimp to wolf down before the
rains came, when he saw acar pull into the curb by the fire hydrant near Bellitto's door. He couldn't
scope out the make and model because of the headlights and the broken street lamp.

Jack dropped afive on the table and started up the street. He had afedling about this car. He might be
wrong, and if hewas, no big dedl. But if right, held be lft flatfooted if he stayed put here.

As he approached the end of the block he made the car asamaroon Buick Park Avenue. Bellitto
stepped out of his doorway and the driver—big guy with a shaved head, putty-colored skin, and no
neck—unfolded himsdf from the front seat. Wore atight black T-shirt with the deevesrolled up acouple
of turns, which only emphasized the length of hisarms—the knuckles practicaly brushed the ground, like
agorillas. He obvioudy worked out and God forbid someone might not notice those biceps and triceps.

Jack had parked his car in alot on the corner of West Houston, ablock further up. To avoid attracting
atention, he waited until he/d passed the Buick before breaking into arun. His boots weren't designed
for running but he was doing al right. Chanced a backward glance to memorize the Buick's plate number
but couldn't make it out because of the mud smeared acrossit. Accidental, or on purpose? Also noticed
Bdlitto getting into the driver seat while the big guy headed for the passenger Sde.

Seemed to Jack that Eli Bellitto was not likely to get hurt if he hung around with aguy that size. Unless of
course he started picking on Mr. GorillaArms himself.

But Eli's brother Edward had been more concerned that he might hurt someone else. And if these two
here were to gang up on someone, a heap of hurt could go down.

At thelot, Jack waved to the attendant, jumped into his Crown Vic, and hit theignition. Hed paid in
advance so he could get moving fast if needed. Right now he needed.

Hekicked up graved leaving thelot and caught up to Eli Bellitto and company asthey waited at ared light
three blocks down. The mud-smeared plate bothered him. The splatters did too good ajob of hiding the
numbers.

Jack followed them downtown. The rain started as they crossed Cand Street into Chinatown. He
thought they might be heading for Brooklyn but they passed the turn for the Manhattan Bridge. Crossed
the Bowery and merged onto Catherine Street. With the hulking lit-up forms of the Al Smith Houses
looming ahead on theright, the Buick dowed to acrawl, hugging the curb asif looking for something or
someone. Findly it stopped dead.



Werethey going to add athird rider? This was getting complicated.

Jack looked around for options. Eli and hisbuddy Gorilla Armswould pick him up if he stayed right
behind them. Not many people out on adrizzly Monday night. He wished it weren't raining. Maybe then
he could get some clarity on what they were looking for.

He had an impresson that Gorilla Arms had turned in his seat and looked hisway, so Jack flashed his
high beams, asif impatient for them to move on. Bdllitto's hand snaked out the window and waved him
around.

With an angry blare of hishorn, Jack swung around the Buick and glided up the block.
Now what?

Jack spotted atiny store, lights till on, newspapers racked out front under an awning. Asgood an
excuse as any to stop and keep Bdlitto in sight.

Double-parked and | eft the engine running while he hopped out and trotted across the wet sidewalk.
Approached the narrow storefront and noticed not aword in sight was English, not even the newspaper
headlines. Couldn't tell if the ideograms were Chinese, Korean, or Viethamese. Not that it mattered. He
was only going to pretend to shop, maybe buy apack of gum at most.

At the open door, Jack stepped asideto let alittle Asian boy scoot past; awhite plastic shopping bag
dangled from hiswrist. He watched the kid stop under the awning and open asmdl red umbrella, then
hurry off into therain.

Kind of young to be out alone at this hour, Jack thought.

Stepped insde, smiled and nodded to the wizened old Asan woman insde, and said, "I'm just going to
look around.”

She gave him alittle bow, waved her hand, and babbled something he hadn't a prayer of understanding.

Jack turned back to the window. Through the grime and the rain he noticed the Buick starting to move
again.

Damn!

Hethrew abuck on the counter and grabbed a newspaper on theway out. Holding it over hishead asa
makeshift umbrella—and to shield hisfeatures from Bdllitto and his passenger—Jack dashed back across
the sdewalk. Ashe moved he glanced left and right along the deserted sidewalk.

Where wasthe kid?

He saw something on the curb, protruding from between two cars, right near where Bellitto had been
idling. The Buick was pulling away, but the darms ringing through Jack'singtincts forced him to make a
quick detour. He ran over to the spot and saw what it was: alittle red umbrella, upside downinthe
gutter, collecting raininitsbowl. But no kid.

Had Bdllitto and Gorilla Arms grabbed him? Jack knelt and checked under the cars, found nothing but
water and oil spots, then rose and stared after the retreating Buick's red rear lights.

Shit! That had to beit. Those two fuckers had snatched that little kid.

Grinding histeeth, Jack ran for hiscar.



Now he saw why Edward had said he wanted to hire Jack to protect his brother not so much from other
people as from himsdf. Hisfear had been for the harm that might befall an innocent victim. He must have
known his brother was a creep. And known he was getting ready to strike.

Damn him! Why hadn't Edward just called the cops? But obvioudy he'd wanted to keep it secret. After
all, who wanted to go public that his brother was a pedophile? So Edward was trying to have it both
ways—prevent another crime but do it under the table. Fine. Jack could appreciate that. But if he'd had
the factsin advance, he would have handled this differently. He sure as hdl wouldn't have let thet little
boy walk past Bdllitto's car alone.

Shit! Shit! Shit!
Hejumped into his car and spun histires getting back into the traffic flow.

"Where arethey?' he muttered, anger welling as he strained to see through the rain-smeared windshield.
He pounded on the steering whed. "Where the fuck are they?"

He wound further downtown and ran paralléel to the on-ramp to the Brooklyn Bridge, but couldn't find
them. Gambling that they'd be returning to Bellitto's place, he raced back uptown.

Helet hishigh, tight shoulders drop and alowed himsdlf an instant of relief when he spotted the Buick
turning onto Bdlitto's block. But only an ingtant. Who knew what condition that kid wasin, or what
they'd doneto him dready.

Again, theflare of anger. If only I'd known.

Jack killed his headlights and double-parked. Used the same newspaper to cover his head as he traveled
the last block on foot.

Watched Bdllitto pull into the curb before his door. Crossed the street in time to see Bellitto step out and
open the rear door. Gorilla Arms emerged carrying a blanket-wrapped bundle in both arms. A child-size
bundle. He kicked the door shut as Bellitto led the way across the shadowed sidewalk. Now Jack knew
the reason for the shot-out Street light.

Closer now, he searched for some sign of movement within the blanket but saw none. Hisgut gave a
lurch asan ankle and alittle snesker fell free of one of the folds and dangled in therain.

Shit, he might betoo late.

A dark place within him cracked open, leaking boiling fury into his bloodstream. Wanted to pull his.38
and chargein and start capping faces, but it was two to one and akid in the middle who might be
salvageable. So instead of charging he dowed his pace and put aweaving stagger into his step. He
reached insde his shirt, dipped his hand through the dapper's wrist loop, and gripped the hard leather
handle.

The two men froze on the one-step front stoop when they noticed Jack's approach. Bellitto's hand
hovered before the lock as he stared Jack's way. Jack kept shuffling by, head down under the paper,
ostensibly lost in an acohol or drug-induced fog, but watching them from the corner of hiseye.

"C'mon!" GorillaArms hissed to Bellitto. "I'm getting soaked.”

As soon as he passed them, Jack peeked over his shoulder, saw their backs turned, and made his move.
Spun, pulled out the dapper, and darted toward the stoop. Door just starting to swing open. Had to take
out GorillaArmsfirg.



Jack dipped in close and put everything he had into akick behind Gorilla Arms |eft knee. Felt the square
toe of hisboot sink deep into the nerve-, vessel-, and tendon-loaded concavity.

GorillaArmslet out aloud sharp cry, something like, "Ahhh!" as his knee buckled under him. He went
down on that knee, still cradling the blanket bundle, and that lowered his skull to perfect home-run height.
Jack took aim at the bald head hovering before him and put shoulder, arm, and a snap of the wrist behind
the dapper. Like swatting a T-ball. The leather-clad lead weight landed with ameaty thwak! and Gorilla
Arms kedled over sdeways with agroan. The blanket bundle landed atop him.

Heard Bdllitto's keys drop and turned to find him fumbling in the side pocket of his suit coat. Jack gave a
quick, backhanded swing of the dapper that grazed the sde of his head. Bdllitto lurched away, sumbled,
and landed on his back.

Jack turned back to Gorilla Arms, saw him shake his head and push himself up on one ebow. Tough. Or
maybe he had atwo-inch-thick skull. Gave him another shot behind the ear and that crumpled him.
Down for the count.

Jack suppressed the boiling urge to work the two of them over, messthem up royaly, but even with the
dead street lamp overhead, enough light leaked up and down the block from the live onesto make him
fed exposed out here. Someone might have seen thislittle tusse and be calling 911 right now. Plusthe
kid was limp asasack of grain ingde that blanket. No timefor fun. Had to find some help, the medical
kind.

Stuffed the dapper back into his shirt and bent to lift the kid, caught ablur of movement behind and to his
right, twisted away and felt a sharp pain score hisright flank.

Bdlitto—rearing back to stab at him again with aknife that would have been sticking out of the center of
Jack's back now if he hadn't moved.

Jack rolled to hisfeet and took it to Bellitto, headbutting him as he grabbed his knife hand and dammed
him back against the door. He pressed against Bellitto, chest to chest, belly to belly, trapping him. He had
Bdlitto'sleft wrist locked in hisright hand, low, againgt their thighs. Hisleft fingers were wrapped around
the knife hand, higher, at shoulder leve.

He spoke through histeeth. "Care to dance?’
Bdlitto shook his head. Blood trickled from his nogtrils. ™Y ou hurt me." He seemed surprised. .. shocked.
"That'sonly the beginning.”

Jack had been cut and though the pain was minimd, it only stoked his fury. He wanted—needed—to
hurt back.

He glanced a thelong dim blade. Looked like atiletto, a seven-incher. Dark streaks on the blade.
Blood. Jack's.

"But I'minvincble... invulnerable”
"Redlly."
IIYSII

Hetried to knee Jack in the groin, but Jack had his own knees locked against him. He tried to angle the
blade toward Jack, grunting with the effort, his breath rasping in Jack's face.



Jack was stronger, turned the angle back toward Bellitto as he forced the knife downward. Between
them.

Bdlitto struggled more violently but sagged back when Jack headbutted him again. Goddamn that felt
good. Wished he had asted platein hishead so he could keep that up. Smash hisfaceto creep jely.

The knife was now between their chests but Jack kept forcing the blade lower. Bellitto's half-dazed eyes
grew large as he redized where the point was headed.

"No!"

"'Fraid 0," Jack said.

... lower...

"No, please! You can't!”
"Weatch me."

"Thisisnt hgppening!”

"Not like dealing with little boys, isit. That'swhat you prefer, right. Little boys... someone you can have
total control over?'

"No, you don't understand.”
... lower...
Béllitto tried to release the knife but Jack squeezed hisfingers, keeping them wrapped around the handle.

"Oh, but | do," Jack cooed. "I do, | do, | do. And now the control's on the other side. And how does
that fed, you piece of shit?'

"It'snot likethat! Not likethat at al!"

... lower...

"Then cdl for help. Go ahead. Scream at the top of your lungs.”

Bdlitto shook hishead. Therain had plastered strands of histhin hair over hisforehead.

"Right," Jack said. "Because the cops would want to know about the kid, how he got here, what you did
tohim."

Jack knew the cops could aready be on their way. Had to wrap this up and move.
Tightened hisgrip on Bdllitto'sknife hand. "I just hope you didn't do something like this."

Drove the blade downward into Bdllitto's groin, deep, felt it dice through fabric and flesh, then broke
free, taking the knife with him.

Bdllitto's eyes bulged as hisjaw dropped open. With along, high-pitched gasp of agony he doubled
over, knees knocked, hands clutching his crotch.

"Next timeyou look at akid—every time you look a akid—remember that."



Jack folded the bloody knife and stuck it in his pocket. Some of that blood was his and he didn't want his
DNA profileticking like atime bomb in some computer crimina database for dl eternity. Hisright flank
stung as he turned. Looked and saw adark stain spreading through his rain-soaked shirt.

Damn. How had helet that happen?

Moved to the blanket bundle draped across the sill unconscious Gorilla Arms. Loosened some of the
folds and exposed the kid's round face. His eyes were closed. Looked like he was deeping. Touched the
forehead. Still warm. Placed his cheek over the dack little mouth. Warm breath flowed. Caught a sweet
chemicd smdl. Chloroform?

Rdief flooded through Jack. Still dive. Drugged up until Bellitto and Gorilla Arms could get him insdefor
whatever sck gamesthey had planned.

No gamestonight.

But now what? Instincts screamed to take off and call 911 as soon as he reached his car. But that meant
leaving the kid aone with these two oxygen wasters. One of them might decide that dead kidstell no
tales. GorillaArmswas out cold and awhimpering Bellitto lay doubled over in thefeta position onthe
stoop; neither seemed in much condition to harm anyone at the moment, but Jack didn't want to risk it.

He picked up the kid. The movement caused ajab of pain in hisflank. Checked the street for cars. One
coming. Waited for that to pass, then dashed through the rain around the corner; keeping low behind the
parked cars, he carried him one block east, then up toward Houston. When he got within half ablock of
the lights and traffic there, he found a sheltered doorway and gently placed his burden on the dry steps.
Thekid stirred, then went limp again.

Jack ran the three blocks back to his car. As soon ashe got it rolling he picked his cell phone off the
front seat and dialed 911.

"Ligten," hetold the woman who answered. "I just found an unconsciouskid. | don't know what's wrong
with him. Y ou better get herefast." Herattled off the address, then hung up.

He droveto a spot around the corner from the kid's street where he double-parked again. Heleft the
engine running and hurried back to the corner where he found another doorway that offered aview of the
kid. Exactly twelve long minutes before he heard the Srens. As soon as the howling EM Srig flashed into
view, Jack scooted back to his car.

Just as he was turning the ignition, he heard another siren and saw an ambulance flash by, heading inthe
direction of the Shurio Coppe. Bdllitto must have cdled for help on his own cell phone. Should have
thought of confiscating that aswell ashisknife. Let him lie there and bleed alittle longer.

Speaking of bleeding...

Jack pressed his hand against his side and it came away red. He didn't have to take off his shirt to know
afew butterflies weren't going to do the job. He needed gtitches. That meant avisit to Doc Hargus.

Jack reached for the phone and hoped Hargus was on the wagon this week. Doc could probably sew up
acut likethisin hisdeep, but ill...

Jack didn't insist that his doctor have alicense. Hargus's had been revoked, and that wasfine; it meant
that the rules about reporting certain kinds of wounds would beignored. But he also preferred that the
person passing needle and thread through his flesh be reasonably sober.



After Doc did hiswork, Jack intended to go straight home, find Bellitto's brother's phone number, and
give himacall. He had abone to pick with Edward Bellitto.

IN THE IN-BETWEEN

Finally, she knows her name. Stray bits and pieces of her life are floating back, but not enough.
Not nearly enough.

She yearned for these memories in the hope they would tell her why she is here, and why this
boundless rage suffuses her. But these bits of flotsam on the featurel ess sea of her existence yield
Nno answers.

And no comfort. The flashes from her past life and memories of the joy she took in day-to-day
existence only emphasize the enormity of what she has|ost.

But her abilities have grown. She can manifest herself in the physical world that surrounds her.
Shedid it earlier today. And she can make herself heard, but not in the way she wishes. She
cannot speak, but for some strange reason she can sing. Why is that? And why that song? She
seems to remember that it was her favorite once, but she cannot under stand why. She hates that
song Now.

She hates everything. Everything, and everyone.

But even more she hates being here, being a shadow among the living. She realizes that she was
once alive and is now dead. And she hates that. Hates all the living for having what she does not.
For having a past, a present, a future!

That isthe worst part. She has no future. At least none that she can see. Sheis here, sheisnow,
she has a vague, undetermined purpose, but after that is completed, what happens to her? Will
she be cast back into the darkness, or must she remain here, forgotten, alone?

Shedriftson... waiting...

IN THE WEE HOURS
Charlie awoke in the dark and listened.

Wasthat...?Yes. Someone was crying. The sound was echoing down the hall. High-pitched, likea
child.

Charlie couldn't be sureif it wasaboy or agirl. He sat up and listened more closaly. Not so much a
sound of sadness asawhimper of terror, and so devoid of hopeit tore his heart.

Not ared child, he thought. It's a spirit, ademon sent here to lead us astray.

He pulled the covers over his head and shivered in the warm darkness.



TUESDAY

1
Giawiped atear from her eye as she hung up the bedside phone.

After hearing from Jack last night about the child held saved, Giahad cdled Vicky's camp firgt thing this
morning, just to make sure everything was okay there. She trusted the camp and its security, trusted the
counselors, but sheld had this steamrolling urge to hear her daughter's voice.

The director had told her that Vicky and the other kids were at breakfast. Was it an emergency? No, just
ask her to give her mother aring when she was through.

Giahad spent the next ten minutes thinking about child molesters and how the horrors they subjected
their little victims to should be visited upon them a hundred—no, athousandfold.

The cal came while sheld been making the bed. Vicky wasfine, greet, wonderful, having the time of her
life, and wanted to tell her about the hippo shed made in her clay modeling class, rattling on about how
sheld started out making a pony but the legs wouldn't hold up because she couldn't get the body right so
sheld made the legs thicker and thicker and shorter and shorter until the horse could stand without
collapsing or tipping over but by then it looked like the fattest horsein the world so instead of callingit a
horse she told everyone shed made a hippo. Wasn't that the funniest, Mom?

It was. So funny it had been dl Gia could do to keep from breaking down and sobbing.
God, she missed her little girl.

Giacouldn't remember the last time sheld felt lonely, but with Jack out running an errand, and Vicky off in
the Catskills, the house seemed more than empty. It was barren, awasteland, an echoing shell with no
heart, nolife.

Get agrip, shetold hersdf. It's not that bad. Vicky will be back soon. In just four days and three hours,
to be exact. It seemed like forever.

And when Vicky returned, should shetdll her about the baby?
No. Too soon.

All right, but if not now, when? And how? How to tell her daughter that Mommy screwed up big time
and got pregnant when she hadn't wanted to.

Who's the daddy? Why, Jack of course.

Which meant that the new baby would have adaddy while Vicky didnt. Vicky'sfather, Richard
Westphaen, was missing and officidly presumed dead. Giaknew, unofficidly, that Vicky would never
see her father again.

No bigloss. While dive, Richard had been anonparticipant in hisinconvenient daughter'slife. Over the
past year and ahdf, Jack had become Vicky'sfather figure. He doted on her and she loved him fiercely.
Partly, Giawas sure, because Jack was in many ways abig kid himself. But he took time with her,
talked to her instead of at her, played catch with her, came aong and sat with al the other kids parents
to watch her T-ball games.

He was everything agood father should be, but hisred child was now growing insde Gia. Would Vicky



see the new baby as athreat, someone who'd come between her and Jack and usurp his love? Giaknew
that would never happen, but at eight years of age, could Vicky grasp that? Sheld already had one father
abandon her. Why not two?

All excdlent reasonsfor Vicky to hate the new baby.

Giacouldn't bear the thought of that. One possible solution was marrying Jack. A hopelesdy mundane,
pedestrian, bourgeois solution, she knew, cooked up by aterminaly mundane, pedestrian, bourgeois
person, but as her husband, Jack could officialy adopt Vicky as his daughter. That symbolic cementing
would give Vicky the security she needed to accept the new baby asasister or brother rather than a
rival.

The marriage was a problem, though. Not a matter of would Jack marry her, but could he? Held said
held find away. She had to trust that hewould. .. if helived long enough.

Some godawful mess I've made.

She yawned as she finished tucking in the sheets and straightening the spread. Little wonder she wasn't
desping.

Bad enough to be worrying about Vicky and the new baby, but then Jack comesin last night with athick
bandage on hisside. Told her he'd been stabbed by the very man he'd been hired to protect, who'd
turned out to be some sort of pedophile.

Sheld changed his dressing this morning and gasped at the four-inch gash in hisflank. Not deep, just long,
he'd told her. Doc Hargus had sewn him up. Giainspected the neat running suture that had closed the
wound. Sheld never liked the idea of Jack going to an old defrocked physician, but last summer shed
cometo trust Hargus after he guided Jack’s recovery from other, worse wounds,

She was angry with Jack for getting hurt. Would he ever learn?

But then, if he did learn, did change, would he still be the same Jack? Or would somefirewithin him go
out and leave her with ahollow man, awraithlike remnant of the Jack sheloved?

Add that to the list of things to keep her awake a night.

And then, last night, when sheéd findly falen adeep... visonsof the myseriouslittle girl shed seeninthe
Kenton house drifted through her dreams. Her eyes... Giahad caught only the briefest glimpse of them
asthe child had glanced back over her shoulder, but their deep blue need haunted Gia, in her dreams,
and even here and now in her waking hours.

Who was she? And why such longing in those eyes? It seemed aneed Giamight fill if she only knew
how.

No question about it, she had to go back to that house.

2
"Got it," Jack said, tapping hisfinger on astory in the newspaper.

He'd grabbed the Daily News from Abe's counter as soon as hed walked in and thumbed throughit,
looking for stories about the little Asian kid and the wounded Béllitto.

He'd found atwo-inch column reporting that a Mr. Eli Bdllitto of Soho had been stabbed and a
companion, Adrian Minkin—so that was GorillaArmss name—had been bludgeoned by an unknown



assallant last night. Both were admitted to St. Vincent's.
Predators playing victims, Jack thought. Smart.

But the story about the recovery of akidnapped Vietnamese boy got big play, with a picture of little Due
Ngo and another of his mother.

"Nu?" Abe said as he arranged—with surprising delicacy for his pudgy fingers—strips of lox acrossthe
inner surface of adiced bagd. "Got what?"

"A story about the kid those pervs snatched last night. He's okay."
"What kid?'

Abedidn't look up. Hewas busly smearing the other haf of the bagel with cream cheese—the lowfat
kind. Although, considering the amount he was dathering on, he wasn't sparing himsdlf any caloriesor fat.

"Hey, leave somefor me," Jack told him.

He'd brought breakfast, as usud, splurging on lox—not Nova, because Abe liked the sdtier kind—but
trying to hep Abein the calorie department with the lowfat Philly.

"What kid?' Abe repested, ignoring him. "What pervs?'
Jack gave him aquick rundown of last night's events, then ended by quoting from the News story.

"Listen to hismother: ' "I was so worried,” said Ms. Ngo. "Little Due ingsts on going out every night to
buy ice cream. He has gone a hundred times and never had trouble. It is so terrible that children are not
safeinthiscity." ' Furious, Jack dammed his hand on the paper—and winced as he fdt atug on his
wound. "Can you believe that? What aload of crap!”

"What's not to bdieve?'

"He'sseven yearsold! It wasten o'clock and pouring! Like hell he wanted to go out. Thered ded isshe
and her boyfriend send that little kid out every night so they can get it on while he's down on the Strest.
But she'snot going to tell that to the News, isshel”

He hit the paper again, harder thistime—resulting in another painful yank on hiswound—nhisfist landing
on the picture of the kid's mother. He hoped she fdt it, wherever she was.

"Y ou saved him from degath, maybe worse." Abe chomped into hisfreshly constructed bagel-and-lox
sandwich and spoke around the bite. Y ou performed a mitzvah. Y ou should be happy insteed of

agry.

Jack knew Abewasright but as he stared at the grainy black-and-white photo of little Due—taken at
school, most likely—all he could see was his limp body wrapped in asoggy blanket.

"She cdls hersdf aparent? She should be protecting her kid instead of putting him in harm's way. Oughta
be an exam you have to take before they let you become a parent. Guy shoots a couple million sperm
and one of them hits an egg and bam!—ababy. But are either of the two adults capable of bringing up a
child?Who knows? Children are abig responsibility. They should only be entrusted to people who can
be respongble parents.”

Listen to yoursdf, he thought. Y ou're ranting. Stop.



He looked up and found Abe staring at him.
"Wu?Isthere some part of thisstory I'm missing? What's dl this tumel about parents?”

Jack wondered if he should tell Abe, then ingtantly decided he had to. How could he not? He knew it
would go no further. Abe was astightlipped asa clam.

"I'mgoing to be one.”

"You?A father?' Abe grinned and wiped his right hand on his shirt before thrusting it across the counter.
"Mazel tovl When did you find out?!

Jack gripped the hand, il dightly dick with sdlmon oil. "Y esterday afternoon.”

"And Gia, she's comfortable with the progpect of saddling the world with a child who has half your
genes?'

"She'sfine with the child part. It'swhat kind of afather | can be that's causing problemsfor us.”

"Y ou as agood father? There's a question about this? Look at the training you're getting aready with
Vicky. Likeadaughter sheis"

"Y eah, but there are, you know, legd issuesI'm going to have to ded with."
He explained those while Abe finished his bagel and began preparing another.

"She makes sense, that Gia," Abe said when Jack finished. "I haveto give her that. But what | think I'm
hearing hereisthe end of Repairman Jack."

Jack winced inwardly at hearing it so starkly put, but. ..

"| guessthat pretty wdl sumsit up.”

"Citizen Jack," Abe said, shaking his head. "Doesn't have quite the same ring as Repairman Jack."
Jack shrugged. "The name wasn't my ideaanyway. Y ou're the one who started caling me that.”
"And now I'll have to stop. So when do you become Citizen Jack?"

"Firg | haveto figure out how. Any ideas?'

Abe shook hishead. " A tough one, that. To make you anewborn citizen with noillegd baggage. .. this
will take some thought.”

He cut the second lox-and-bagel combo in half and gave part to Jack.

Jack took abite, relishing the mixture of flavors and textures. He relaxed alittle. Knowing that someone
else wasworking with him on this eased some of the weight from his shoulders.

"Whileyourethinking," he sad, "I'm going to cal Eli Bdlitto's brother and give him some hell

Jack had gone gtraight to Giaslast night after Doc Hargus had finished stitching him up. He'd stopped by
his apartment this morning and picked up Edward Bellitto's number on theway to Abe's. Hewormed his
Tracfone and the dip of paper out of hisjeans, started to did, then...

"Whét the...?'



"What now?"
"He only wrote down ninedigits.”

Jack stared at the paper. Edward hadn't used hyphens, putting al the numbersin astraight string. Jack
hadn't noticed till now that he'd been shortchanged one digit.

Abe leaned forward and looked at the paper. "A two-one-two area code—that means he's herein the
city. Maybe he wasin such ahurry or maybe he was a 'ti'tx'tefarblondzhet from worrying about his
brother so heleft off thelast digit. If that'sthe case, you can try dl the possibilities. Only ten.”

"But whet if heleft off anumber in the middle? How many calswill that take?"
"Millions, youretaking."
"Swdl."

Jack wondered if the missing digit was an accident at al. Maybe Edward didn't want Jack contacting
him. Maybe held planned avanishing act al dong. If so, there went the second half of Jack's fee.

Very few of hiscustomers ever tried to stiff him, and none of those had succeeded. Edward might be the
fird.

Abe pointed to Jack's cell phone. "Y our new Tracfone, it'sworking out?"
"So far, so good. They should cal it the Untracesble-fone.”

Jack had picked up his at a Radio Shack along with aprepaid airtime card. HeEd activated his phone
online from acomputer termind in the Public Library without giving his name, address, or any credit
information. Per-minute charges were higher than caling plansfrom Verizon and thelike, but you had to
sign contracts and go through credit checks for those. For Jack, the Tracfone's anonymity was priceless.

"I should maybe get one. For when | call you. Y ou gave me that number, right?*
"You, Julio, and Giahaveit, and that'sit."
Anideastruck Jack as hefinished his bagel. He picked up his phone.

"Y ou know, maybe| don't have to make amillion callsto track down Edward Bellitto. Maybe | can
smply ask hisbrother Eli."

"Youthink hell tdl you?!

"Cant hurttotry."

After information gave him St. Vincent's main number, Jack called and asked for Eli Bellitto'sroom.
A hoarse voice answered. "Hello?'

"Mr. Bdlitto? Thisis Lorenzo Fullerton from the St. Vincent's accounting office. How are you this

morning?'

Abe raised his eyebrows, rippling the bare expanse of his scalp, and mouthed the name: Lorenzo
Fullerton?

Jack shrugged. It was aname he'd come up with years ago and used whenever he was pretending to



represent official dom.
"What do you want?" The voice sounded weak aswell ashoarse.
Good. In pain too, Jack hoped.

"Wdll, your intake form isn't clear. We can't make out the name and address of your brother Edward.
Wed dl beterribly grateful if you could please clarify thislittle matter for us."

"Brother?| don't have abrother named Edward or anything ese. I'm an only child.”

3

Eli Bellitto dammed the receiver back onto its cradle. The abrupt movement evoked ajab of pain from
his heavily bandaged groin. He groaned and looked at his doctor.

"You haveidiotsin your adminigration.”
Dr. Ngam Sadiq smiled. "Y ou will hear no argument from me," he said in decent English.

Dr. Sadiq had been making late roundsin . Vincent'swhen Eli arrived in the emergency department; as
the most immediately available urologist, held been assigned to Eli's case.

Eli tried to shift his position in the bed and that ignited another bonfire of pain. He glanced at the
morphine pump attached to the pole next to hisbed. A PCA pump, the nurse had caled it. Patient
Controlled Analgesia. A button clipped to the bed rail dlowed him to self-medicate—within limits—but
he'd been holding off because the drug made him foggy and he feared saying the wrong thing. He didn't
think he could hold off much longer though.

At least held had the presence of mind last night to demand a private room. He didn't care how much it
cost. Thelast thing in the world he needed now was a nosy roommeate.

"As| wassaying," Dr. Sadiq said, "you are alucky man, Mr. Bdllitto. Very lucky. If that knife had diced
but a quarter of an inch further to the left, we would have had amuch bigger problem.”

Eli thought, I've got oxygen running into my nose, morphine hooked into my left arm, an 1V running into
my right, and atube in my bladder draining bloody urineinto abag hanging near the floor. Thisisnot
lucky.

Dr. Sadiq went on. "Theknife diced into the base of your penis, just missing your urethra. We saved
your peniswithout much trouble, but we could not save theright testicle, I'm afraid. It wastoo badly
lacerated. | had to removeit.”

The room seemed to darken around Eli as he listened. Not so much the details—that he had been
sexualy maimed and mutilated, that a piece of him had been amputated—but that it had occurred at dll.
What had happened to hisinvulnerability? Why had it failed him?

More importantly, who was that man last night? Had it been a chance encounter, or could he have been
following him and Adrian? Could he know about the Circle?

Eli forced agmile. "I'm not thinking about starting afamily. Not at my age.”

"But you do not have to worry too much about sexud function. There will be scarring, of course, and that
may interfere with erections, but with proper care and therapy, you should be able to resume normal
sexud function within acouple of months.”



Eli didn't care about sexua function. Last night had not been about sex, athough the man who had
attacked them seemed to think so. Not that Eli could blame him. Two men in the dark with an
unconscious boy. .. the prosaic, untutored mind would naturaly leap to such aconclusion. But the Circle
was devoted to concerns far more profound than mere sex.

Eli wanted no more talk about hiswounds or his chancesfor full recovery. He changed the subject.
"My friend, Mr. Minkin, the one with the head injuries... how is he doing?"
Adrian was an ox, yet their attacker had felled him in an ingtant and left him sensdless.

Dr. Sadig shook hishead. "That | do not know. He was admitted to the neurology service. Isheyour...
partner?’

"Partner?’

Now why on earth would Dr. Sadiq think Adrian had anything to do with the shop? Unless... could he
be even consdering that he and Adrian were lovers! Yes, that had to beit.

Anger flared in Eli. What'swrong with thisworld? Everything is not about sex!

"Oh, no," Eli sad. "Hée'sjust an old friend.”

A tiny shift of his hips was rewarded by a disproportionate shock of pain. He was suddenly very tired.
"I think I'd like to rest now, doctor."

"Of course," Dr. Sadig said. "I'll look in on you again during my evening rounds.”

As soon asthe door closed Eli grabbed the morphine ddlivery button and began jabbing at it likea
telegraph operator. Soon adelicious lethargy suffused him, pushing away the pain and worries about
strange men who lunged out of the darkness.

4

Jack stopped in front of Municipa Coins on West Fifty-fourth. Hed planned to come by yesterday but
Gidsrevelation had blown that plan clear out of the water.

Midday sun gleamed off the polished gold and silver coinsin the window display, but Jack's attention
was more focused on Eli Bellitto's last words than on precious metals.

| don't have a brother named Edward or anything else. I'man only child.
Somebody waslying.

Eli Bdlitto wasachild molester, most likely achild killer—you go to the trouble of abducting achild as
Bdlitto and hisbuddy had, you're not likely to let him go—so lying was hardly a stretch. But why lie
about having a brother to someone you thought was a hospital administrator? Unlessyou didn't want to
acknowledge that brother.

But Eli Bellitto hadn't sounded like he waslying. Edward, on the other hand...

The phone number held given Jack was bogus, as was no doubt much of the story hed laid on him.
Edward had a lrish accent, Eli didn't. The two supposed brothers looked nothing alike.

No question... Edward had lied.



What particularly rankled Jack was that hed made Edward—if that was hisred first name; hislast sure
as hdll wasn't Bellitto—for astraight shooter. Every so often a customer tried to pull afast one, but Jack
usudly found out before any damage was done. Since many of hisjobsinvolved getting even, with maybe
inflicting alittle hurt on someone if necessary, Jack made sureto do afair amount of backgrounding
before he took any action. But Edward had wanted Jack to keep people from being hurt, so he'd taken
the man at hisword.

But if hewasn't Eli Bdllitto's brother, who the hdll was he? Had he hired Jack to be there when Bdllitto
snatched that child? Seemed so. But how had he known?

Jack figured chances were dim to none held ever find out.

Stll, hewasn't quite ready to write this off asabad dedl. Not yet. The phone number Edward had given
him wouldn't alow that. If you're going to leave a phony number, you smply write down an area code
and seven random digits. Why leave one out? It didn't make sense.

Jack's brain held a closetful of thingsthat didn't make sense. HEd pitch thisin with the rest.
He pushed through the door and entered the coal interior of Municipa Coins.

"Mr. Blake!" said aman who had been rearranging atray in along row of display cases. He bustled
forward and shook Jack's hand. " So good to see you again!”

"Hello, Monte. Call me Jack, okay?'

Hed been teling Monte for yearsto cdl him Jack but the man must have been born with an extra
formality gene that made it impossible for him to address a customer by hisfirst name.

"Il dothat," hesaid. "Yes, I'll dothat.”

Monte was haf owner of Municipal Coins. Every time Jack looked at him, the word thick sprang to
mind: thick body, thick lips, even hiscurly black hair. But he moved like aferret. Had anumismetic
database for abrain and an MBA from Y ae, but the only business he had any desire to administrate was
rare coins.

"Just bought abig collection,” he said, motioning Jack toward the rear of the store where he kept the
cream of hisinventory. "Some incredible pieces camein last week. Y ou've got to see them. Absolutely

Jack was one of Monte's regular customers. Probably saw him as awell-heeled collector of rare coins,
but Jack's stash of coins was more than a collection. They were hislife savings.

Without a Socid Security number—area one—he couldn't invest in CDs or stocks; he wouldn't have
wanted to under any circumstances because that would mean paying taxes, a burden Jack had managed
to avoid thusfar in hislife. So whenever he accumulated alump of cash, he put it into gold coins, some of
them bullion type, like Krugerrands, but mostly the rare and collectible. Not an exciting investment, but
other facets of hislife provided enough adrenaline and he saw no need to look for morein the investment
realm. He'd missed the rocketing stocks of the nineties, but he'd a so missed the crash of the aughts.

"Not looking for coinstoday, Monte," Jack said.
And | won't be buying many moreif | keep dlowing mysdf to get stiffed by customerswho lieto me,

"Just asocid cdl then?' Monte said, doing afair job of hiding his disappointment. "Always good to see



you, Mr. Blake, no matter what the occasion.”

"But | am in the market for something to display my coins. Where are those clamshell cases you've been
telling me about?'

Monte had been pushing anew line of pocket-sized display cases on Jack for months, telling him they
were the latest and greatest thing for the collector who wanted to safeguard his coins when he showed
them off. Jack had repeatedly turned him down.

"What're you planning?' Monte said, grinning as he reached up and pulled a cardboard box from awall
rack. "Taking them to ashow? Or maybe give the reatives a peek?’

The last thing Jack wanted to do with his collection was display it, but he was going to haveto bite the
bullet and bring some of them out for the Madame Pomerol sting.

"Reatives" Jack told him. "Gonnagive my Uncle Matt apeek.”
"Lucky him."

From the box Monte removed apair of keysand an oblong metal case that ran eight incheslong and was
just shy of fiveincheswide; its tapered brushed chrome surface gleamed under the lights.

"See?' Monte said, pointing. "Recessed hinges at thisend and alock at the other.”

He stuck one of the keysinto the keyhole and turned it. The lid popped open revedling aclear plagtic
shidd. Under that, gray felt molded into angled dots that would display coins of varying Sizes.

"But thereal beauty of it isthisshield here: Tough clear plastic that keeps peopl€'s hands off. Remember
that old song, 'Y ou can look but you'd better not touch'?”"

""Poison vy, " Jack said. "The Coagters. Atco labdl. Nineteen-fifty-nine."

"Oh. Right. Yeah, wel, that'swhat thiscaseisdl about. And if anyone, God forbid, knocks the case
over, the shield will keep your coinsfromrolling al over creation.”

Jack turned the case over in his hands. Perfect.
"How do | openthe shidd?"

"Another beauty feature. Seethat little lever recessed into the Sde? Y ou turn your key over and use the
edgeto pull it up to where you can grab it. No one 'accidentaly’ popping open the lid."

"Beautiful," Jack said. "I'll taketwo."

5

Jack stepped out of the Sports Authority on Sixth Avenuein Chelseawith his purchases tucked into the
same bag as the coin cases. He now had the raw materiasfor his encounter with Madame Pomeral this
afternoon; dl he had to do was assemble them. That would take half an hour, tops, which meant he till
had a couple of hourstokill.

A trip down to the Shurio Coppe might be in order. Chat up the staff. See how the boss was doing.
Maybe even cop ashurio.

He decided to walk. He liked to strall the city, especialy on warm days like this when the sdewa ks



were crowded. It fed his people-watching jones and kept him in tune with what the average New Y orker
was wearing.

Average New Yorker... right. If such acreature existed, it was achimerica beast. Takeasmpleitem
like men's headwear, for instance. In the first few blocks heading downtown Jack passed a gray-suited
Sikh wearing ared turban, athree-hundred-pound black guy in atiny French beret, askinny little white
guy in a Specia Forces beret, arabbi type wearing—despite the heat—a long frock coat and a
wide-brimmed black sedlskin hat, and then the usua run of doo-wraps, Kangols, kufis, and yarmulkes.

But Jack was gratified to see that the most common headwear by far was what he was wearing: the
baseball cap. Y ankee caps outnumbered Mets, but not by much. Jack's sported the orange Mets
inggnia. Although ninety percent of the caps he saw were worn backwards or sdeways, and dthough
Jack tended to avoid nonconformist looks, he wore his beak first. Backwards, the adjustable strap
irritated hisforehead; besk first it shadowed hisface.

Hefigured in hisMets cap, aviator mirror shades, white Nike T-shirt, jeans, and tan work boots he was
asgood asinvishble,

Jack walked through the door of the Shurio Coppe at around 1 p.m. He didn't see any customers. He
found the red-haired assistant behind the marble sales counter unpacking abox. Jack noticed the return
address: N. Van Rijn—Import/Export.

"IsHiin?'

"Areyou afriend of his?'

"l raninto him lagt night.”

Theclerk blinked. "Y ou did? When?'

"Last night. Why? s something wrong?'

"Yes He'sin the hospita!"

"Redlly? Oh, I'm s0 sorry to hear that. Thisis shocking! Did he have aheart attack or something?”
"No! He was stabbed! 1t happened right around the corner. Right on his own doorstep!™

Jack dapped his hands againgt his cheeks. "Get out! Isheal right?”

A nod. "I think so. He called earlier and said he should be homein afew days, but he won't be back to
work for awhile. It'sterrible, just terrible.”

"lsn'tit, though," Jack replied, shaking his head sadly. "What kind of aworld isit when an innocent man
gets stabbed for no reason at dl?"

"l know. Terrible”

"Which hospita ?"

"S. Vincent's"

"I'll have to stop by and see how he's doing.”

"I'm sure held like that." The assistant shook his head again, then took a deep breath and looked at Jack.



"In the meantime, isthere something in particular | can help you with?'
"No," Jack said. "l think I'll just browse." He looked around. "Y ou're here alone? Wheres...?"

"Gert? She's off and | can't reach her. Shelll be back tomorrow.” He looked around uncertainly at the
laden shelves. "1 wish she were here now."

| don't, Jack thought. Thisis perfect.
He placed the bag with his purchases on the counter. "Would you watch thisif | leave it here?’
"I'd be happy to."

Of course he would. Shops like this paid extra attention to browsers with shopping bags. All it took was
theflick of afinger to push an expensive little item off ashelf and into abag. Giving up the bag would
make the clerk lesswatchful and free up both of Jack's hands.

The object of Jack's desirelay in the locked display case rightward and rearward, so he headed | eft
front. He found an old, wooden, owl-shaped clock whose eyes moved counter to the pendulum. Or at
least they were supposed to. It appeared to have been overwound. The price wasn't bad. He dready
had ablack plastic cat clock with moving eyes at home; thiswould make agood partner. An owl and a

pussy cat.

Jack carried the clock to the counter.

"If you can get thisworking, I'll buy it."
Theclerk smiled. "I'll seewhat | can do.”

That should keep him occupied, Jack thought as he sidied away to the right, toward the old oak display
case.

Had his shim picks ready by the time he reached it. Checked the second shelf and, yes, the Roger Rabhbit
key ring still lay among the other tchotchkes. And the padlock till locked the door.

He'd noted Sunday that the lock was a British brand, aB& G pin tumbler model. Good, solid lock, but
hardly fool proof. Opening it was a five-second procedure: two to find the shim with theright diameter for
the shackle, oneto didethelittle winged piece of sted into the shackle hole of thelock housing, oneto
giveit atwigt, and another to pop the lock.

Jack pocketed the shims. A quick glance around—the clerk was bent over the clock and no one elsein
sight—then another five secondsto dip off the lock, open the door, grab Roger Rabbit, close and relock
the door.

Success.

He stared at the cheap little key ring. It fdt strangein hishand. .. just abit too cool againgt the flesh of his
pam, asif hed pulled it from arefrigerator. And gtill that imploring look in Roger'swide blue eyes.

Origindly hed wanted it for Vicky. But Vicky wasn't involved anymore; he didn't want her near anything
Eli Bellitto had owned, touched, or had even looked at. Jack wasn't sure why he wanted it now. Bellitto
had turned down aridiculous amount of money for the slly thing. That meant it wasimportant to him.
And what was important to Bellitto might be important to Jack. Or maybe Jack wanted the key ring to
harass Eli Bdllitto, just for the sheer hdll of it.



Before turning away helet his gaze roam once more over the shelves of the display case and the junk
they carried... the Pogs and Matchbox car and Koosh ball and...

A notion struck Jack, a possibility so sck and cold hefdlt alayer of frost form on hisskin.
Theseweredl toys... kids stuff... al belonging to aguy who'd snatched akid last night.

Jack stood before the cabinets and swayed with the vertiginous certainty that these were trophies,
mementos emptied from the pockets of other missing kids. And Eli Bellitto was flaunting them. How
many hundreds, even thousands of people had walked by this case and Stared at its contents, never
guessing that each one represented a dead child?

Jack couldn't bring himsdlf to count the items. Instead he looked down at the key ring in his hand.
Who did you belong to? Where is your little owner buried? How did he die? Why did he die?

Roger's eyes had lost their imploring look. They were aflat dead blue now. Maybe Jack had smply
imagined that look, but it had served its purpose: He wasn't through with Eli Bellitto.

He wondered what his own face looked like. He had to compose his expresson, look calm, casual.
Hetook adeep breath, let it out. Tossing the key ring casudly in his hand, he headed for the counter.

"Sorry," the clerk said as he approached. He tapped the owl clock before him on the counter. "1 can't get
it working."

Jack shrugged. "I'll takeit anyway." He knew aclock-smith who'd haveit ticking in haf aminute.
"What's your name, by the way?'

"Kevin."

"I'm Jack, Kevin." They shook hands. "Y ou're new here, aren't you."

"Farly."

Chalk one up for me, he thought. Hed got the impression on Sunday that thisfellow was new.

"Wl good luck here. It'sagreat store. Oh, yeah," he said, asif suddenly remembering. He tossed the
key ring onto the counter. "I'll takethisaswell.”

Kevin picked it up and turned it over, examining it. "Never seen thisbefore.”

Jack let out abreath. Hed been counting on that. Even if Kevin had been working here awhile, he might
not have paid attention to the contents of a cabinet he couldn't open.

"l found it on ashelf back there."

"Where?'

Jack jerked athumb to theright. "Back there.”

"Hmmm. Troubleis, therésno price onit. | don't even think we carry anything likethis.”
"I'll giveyou, oh, say, ten bucksfor it."

Kevin reached for the phone. "I'd better just check with Mr. Bellitto first."



Jack dtiffened. "Hey, don't bother Eli. I'm sure he needs hisret.”
"No, it'sokay. Hetold meto call if | have any questions.”

Jack suppressed a groan as Kevin tapped in the numbers. Hed wanted to dip away with the key
ring—no fuss, no hasde. That might not be possible now. But if he had to grab it and walk out over
Kevin's objections, that was what he'd do. One way or another, Jack and Roger were leaving together.

Apparently Kevin called Bellitto's room directly because secondslater he said, "Hello, Mr. Bdllitto, it's
Kevin. Sorry to bother you, but I've got an item here with no price tag and | was wondering—"

Even from his spot across the counter Jack could hear the angry squawking from the ear piece.
"Yes, Sr, but you see—"
More squawks.

"l undergtand. Yes, gir, | will." Hehung up. "I'm afraid thisis going to take awhile. I'm going to have to
go through the inventory and find similar items and price this accordingly.” He shook his head as he gazed
at thekey ring. "Troubleis, I'm pretty sure we dont—"

"Let me makeit easy for both of us," Jack said. "I'll pay for the clock and give you ten bucksfor the key
ring. If it comesto more, I'll settle up. If it'sless, | get arefund. Sound fair?”

"l guessso..."

Jack picked up the key ring and dangled it between them. "Hey, let'sfaceit, Kev, were not talking about
aMing vase here. Just find some paper and write down, 'Roger Rabbit key ring—ten bucks—Jack.™

"I'll put it in the sale book," he said, opening ablack ledger. Kevin dutifully wroteit dl down, then looked
up. "Just Jack?'

"Sure. Eli will know."
Maybe not right away, Jack thought as he pulled out hiswallet. But soon. Very soon.

Jack wanted Bellitto to know the key ring was gone. Because that was when he would begin wondering
and worrying.

Jack planned to give him lotsto worry abouit.

6

Morphine might help pain, Eli Bdllitto thought as he pressed the PCA pump's button for another dose,
but it does nothing for anger.

Imagine Kevin caling him in the hospital with aquestion like that. Why couldn't you get good help?

Hewondered if it might have been unwise to castigate Kevin as severdly as he had. With Gert off today
and not answering her phone, he was minding the store on his own. No telling what untold damage a
disgruntled clerk might do.

Eli wasreaching for the phoneto cal him back when Detective Fred Strauss made his second visit of the
day. Strauss managed to be lean and yet paunchy. He wore agreen golf shirt under hiswrinkled tan suit.
As he closed the door behind him, he removed his straw fedora, revediing thinning brown hair.



"It'ssafetotak?" Strausssaid in alow voice as he pulled achair closer to the bed.
Eli nodded. "Did you learn anything?'
Strauss worked Vicein Midtown South. He, like Adrian, was amember of Eli's Circle.

"I checked with every emergency room from the Battery into the Bronx. No guy with the kind of stab
wound you describe. Areyou sureyou nailed him?'

"Of course, I'm sure” Eli knew what it flt liketo drive asted blade into human flesh. "He may think he
can take care of the wound himself, but helll need professiond care.”

"Yeah, but if he knowstheright people, hewon't need an ER."

How different thingswould be, Eli thought, if the stranger hadn't rolled aside a thet |ast ingtant. The knife
would have diced into hislungs once, twice, many times. Eli would now be sitting comfortably a home,
and Strauss's only concern would be how to dispose of the stranger's body.

"Nothing else?"

"Widll, they found awitness who says she saw aguy running with achild-size bundle in the area, but with
the dark and the rain she couldn't even givethe color of hishair.”

Eli tried to dredge up some distinguishing festure about his attacker but came up empty. What little light
had been available had come from behind, leaving hisface in darkness. His hair had been drenched with
rain. Dry, it could have been brown or black.

But he remembered the voice, that cold, flat voice after held driven Eli'sown knifeinto hisgroin...
Next time you look at a kid—every time you look at a kid—remember that.

Eli ground histeeth. He thought | was a child molester! A common pervert! Theideainfuriated him. It
was SO wrong, So unjust.

"All I cantel you," hesad, "isthat hewasn't blond.”

Strauss leaned close and lowered his voice even further. "That's not what you told the local guys. You
sad he was blond.”

Eli leaned back from the onions on Strauss's breath. Everything held told the local detectives had been
fase. HEd sent them looking for asix-foot-three, two-hundred-and-fifty-pound bruiser with long,
bleached-blond hair. He hadn't mentioned aword about wounding him.

"Exactly. Because we don't want him caught, do we. At least not by anyone outside the Circle. He might
start babbling about the lamb. Fibers from the blanket might be linked to me or Adrian or the car.”

"Speaking of cars, the witness said she saw him dump the bundle in adoorway and run back to acar.”

Eli stiffened. The movement stabbed a spike of pain through his morphine curtain. "Tell me she didn't see
the plates.”

" She thought she did. Wrote down the number, but when we traced them we found they belonged to
Vinny the Donut.”

"Who'she?'



"Vincent Donate A Brooklyn wise guy.”

"Y ou mean mafia?" Thethought terrified Eli.
"Dont worry. It wasn't him."

"How can you be so sure?'

"Because Vinny doesn't leave withesses. Our lady must've missed anumber or two inthe dark. I'm
checking other poss ble combinations but it's not looking good.”

"What about his phone? Someone caled EM S about the lamb. It had to be him. Don't those
switchboards have cdler ID?!

"They do. And they got the number, which looked like a pretty good lead until we found out he used a
Tracfone"

"What'sthat?"

"A pay-as-you-go cdl phone. The only persond information you have to give when you sign up isthe zip
code you'l be cdling from most frequently. The one he gave was for Times Square.”

"Damn!”

"It'slike the guy issome kind of ghogt.”

"| assure you he'snot aghost," Eli said. "Can you get his phone number from EMS?'
Strauss shrugged. " Sure. Why?"

"I don't know yet. | just want it. It'sour only link to him." Eli shifted—uvery carefully—in the bed. "What
about Adrian? What did he see?'

"Adrian's usaless. He gets dizzy every time he makes a quick move and won't believeit's August. Thelast
things herememberswerein July."

"Just aswell, | suppose,” Eli said. "That way he can't contradict my story.”

"Never mind your story,” Strauss said, rising and pacing at the foot of the bed. "Who isthisguy? That's
what | want to know! From what you tell me, he knows how to handle himself. Took out Adrian
one-two-three. And it sounds like he came prepared, which means he must have been following you
two."

"If hewasfollowing anyone, it must have been Adrian,” Eli said. "He must have spotted Adrian while he
was researching the lamb.”

All that work, Eli thought. All wasted.

Adrian was such an excellent scout, ways keeping an eye out for the next lamb. When thetimefor a
new Ceremony neared, everyone in the Circle began watching the sdewaks. But Adrian was dwayson
aert, even when anew Ceremony wouldn't be necessary for amost afull year, he kept watch. HEd been
s0 excited with this latest find: the right age, adhering to a predictable schedule. The perfect lamb.

They'd watched and waited, and last night they knew the time had come: arainy night near the new
moon. The pickup had gone off perfectly, they'd been amost through Eli's door, and then...



"Doesn't matter who hewasfollowing,” Strauss said. "He knows about you and Adrian now. Who ese
does he know about?"

Eli didn't want Strauss fedling too comfortable, so he said, "And if he's been watching thisroom, he
probably knows about you aswell."

Strauss stopped his pacing. " Shit! | thought it was safer than the phone.”

"Itis. Youdidtheright thing. Let'sfaceit, for al we know, he may aready know about al twelve
members of the Circle. But | have abigger concern: Why didn't he turn usin? We know he had a phone.
Adrian and | were helpless. All he had to do was smply step back and call 911."

"But hedidn't,” Strauss said, rubbing his neck with hisjittery, skinny fingers. "He carried the kid awvay
and then cdled. Could've been ahero, but he just faded away."

"Taking the knifewith him," Eli added. "Why? It was covered with my prints, not his"
"But hisblood was onit, dong with yours."

A wave of cold rippled up Eli's spine. My blood... did hewant asample of my blood... for some
ceremony of hisown, perhgps?

Strauss tapped hisfist on the footboard of Eli's bed. "None of this makes any sense. Unless..."
"Unlesswha?'

"Unlessthe guy knows about the Circle, and how connected we dl are. |, for one, would not want to get
on thewrong side of us."

True. The twelve men—Eli rather liked theideaof having twelve disciples—who made up the Circle
were adiverselot, with their hands on strings that ran to and from very high places—media, judicid,
legidative, eventhe palice. Only Eli lacked civic influence. But Eli had started the Circle, and he
controlled the Ceremony.

"What about thelamb?" Eli said. "Will he be aproblem?

Strauss shook his head. ""Remembers being grabbed, asmdly cloth pushed againgt hisface, and that'sit.”
He glanced toward the closed door and lowered hisvoice. "And speaking of lambs, do we have a
backup?'

" Gregson has one under watch but he didn't think it was ready for pickup.”
"Maybe he can accd erate things. If we miss this window—"

"I know. Only one more new moon before the equinox.”" The Ceremony had to be completed each year
during the phase of anew moon between the summer solstice and the autumna equinox. "But we il
havetime.

What a catastrophic shameto lose thellittle Vietnamese lamb. Hed been ripefor picking, everyoneinthe
Circle had been on standby; the Ceremony could have been completed last night, and they'd al have
been set for another year.

"But you know what bothers me the most?' Strauss said.

"You, here, in ahospital bed. Because of the Ceremony you're supposed to be protected, immuneto



harm. At least that's what you've been telling us." He waved his hand in the direction of Eli'slVs. "How
doyouexplanadl this?'

The same question had tortured Eli snce the blade of his own dtiletto had cut into hisflesh.

"l can't," Eli said. "In thetwo hundred and six yearsthat | have been performing the Ceremony, nothing
like this has ever happened. | have come through wars and floods and earthquakes unscathed. Y et last
night..."

"Y eah. Lagt night you were anything but protected. Care to explain?'
Eli didn't like Straussstone. A note of hostility, perhaps? Or fear?

"| believe the problem is not with me but with the man who attacked me. After persondly experiencing
his superior strength, and after what you've told me about his elusiveness, I'm beginning to believe that we
were not attacked by an ordinary man. 1—"

Eli stopped as he experienced an epiphany. Suddenly it wasdl clear.
"What'swrong?" Strauss said, leaning forward, his expresson tight.

"Theonly way to explain last night's eventsisto assume that we are dedling with someonewho isusing
the Ceremony himsdf."

Yes, of course. That had to beit. It explained why the attacker had moved the child away, why he didn't
turnin Eli and Adrian to the police; it might even explain histaking the knife. He didn't want to expose the
Circle—he wanted to control it. He wanted to usurp Eli's position, and he probably thought some of the
leader's blood would aid him in accomplishing that.

"Oh, that's great!" Strauss said, hisvoicerising. "Just fucking great! How are we supposed to handle
something like that?"

Eli kept histone low and even. Thiswas no time for panic. “Theway you would handle anyone dse. You
have at your digposal the resources of one of the greatest police departmentsin the world. Use them to
find thisman. And when you do, bringhimto me."

"But | thought you were the only one who knew the Ceremony.”

"What | can discover, so can others. Y ou are not to worry about that. Y our task isclear: Find him,
Freddy. Find him and bring him to me. | will ded with him."

7

Gia stepped out of Macy'swith aloaded shopping bag in each hand and headed for the curb to look for
acab. Sheld picked up some good bargainsthat Vicky could wear back to school next month.

She wondered if the driver on the way home would give her the same strange look asthe onewho'd
brought her down here. Probably. She couldn't blame them: Women who lived on Sutton Square did not
goto Macy'sfor aRed Tag sde.

Probably thinks I'm alive-in nanny, she thought.

My address may be one of the best in the city, guys, but I'm living on theincome of afredance
commercid artist. | have an active little girl who wears out what she doesn't outgrow. So when Macy's
advertisessasde, | go.



As she moved toward the curb she noticed a black woman with amicrophone; aburly fellow stood
beside her, peering through the lens of the camera on his shoulder. The woman looked familiar but she
was oddly dressed—the blouse and jacket on her upper half did not go with the denim shorts on her
lower half. Herald Square was jammed and the crowd seemed even thicker around this woman.

Then Giarecognized her as one of the on-the-scene reportersfrom alocal TV station—channel two or
four, she couldn't remember which. The woman spotted Giaand angled her way with the cameraman in
tow.

"Excuse me," she said, thrusting the microphone ahead of her. "I'm Philippa Villa, News Center Four.
Careto answer the Question of the Day?"

"Dependsonwhat it is" Giasaid, till edging toward the curb.
"Y ou heard about the kidnapping and return of little Due Ngo?"
"Of course.”

"Okay." Ms. Villapushed the microphone closer. "The Question of the Day is. Should child molesters get
the death pendty?"

Giaremembered how sheld felt this morning, imagining what it would have been likeif Vicky had been
abducted. Or if someone ever molested the baby growing insde her...

"Y ou mean after they've been castrated?' she said.

The woman blinked as a couple of onlookers laughed. "We're just ta king about the death pendty. Yes
or no?'

"No," Giasaid through her rising anger and revulsion. "Death's too good for anyone who'd hurt a child.
The guy who snaiched thét little boy should be casirated. And after that he should have his hands cut off
s0 he can never touch another child, and then hislegs cut off so he can never stalk another child, and then
his tongue ripped out so he can never coax another kid into his car, and his eyes put out so that he can
never even look at achild again. I'd leave him his nose so he can breathe in the stink of hisrotten body."

The surrounding gaggle cheered.
Did | just say that? Giathought. I've been hanging around Jack too long.

"Y ou seem to have alot of support,” Ms. Villasaid, glancing around at the crowd. "We might want to air
your comments on the newstonight.” She smiled. "The late news. Well need you to Sign arelease to—"

Giashook her head. "No thanks."

She didn't want to be on TV. She just wanted to get home. She turned as a cab nosed in toward the curb
to drop off a passenger.

"Can | a least have your name?' Ms. Villasaid as she and the cameraman followed Giato the cab.
"No," Giasaid over her shoulder.

Shedidinto the rear of the Cab as soon asit was empty. She closed the door and told him to head
uptown. She didn't look back as the cab pulled away.

What had possessed her to say something like that? On camera, no less. Sheld been telling the



truth—those had been her exact feelings at the moment—abut they were nobody el se's business. She
certainly didn't want her face on the tube. If she had fifteen minutes of fame coming, she wanted it through
her paintings, not from flgpping her gumsonloca TV.

8

Can | handle fatherhood? Jack thought as he knocked on the door to Madame Pomerol's Temple of
Eternal Knowledge.

He'd dodged bullets and been punched, stabbed, diced, and gouged during the years since he'd moved
to the city. He should be able to handle fatherhood. At least he hoped he could.

The prospect of being responsiblefor raising a child to be a decent human being without screwing up
aong theway filled his mind, made dodging knives and bullets seem an easier task. At least then the
choiceswere clear.

Thank God he'd be only partly responsible and could defer to Gias hands-on experience.
But what if something happened to her?

Jack shuddered at the possibility and wondered why he was borrowing trouble. Thiswasn't like him.
Weas that what parenthood did to you?

Leavedl that for later, he told himsaf. Focus on the now.

He checked the wig so that the long rear strands of its mullet were again draped over his ears, especialy
the left with its ear piece.

The door opened and Carl Foster stood there. "Ah, Mr. Butler. Right on time.”
Mr. Butler? Jack thought. He amost looked around, then remembered that he was Buitler.
Focus, damn it!

He haf wished Giahad waited till tonight to tell him. Thiswas going to be addicatefix, with pinpoint
timing. He had to keep his mind off the future and concentrate on the moment.

"Time and tide don't wait for nobody," Jack said, snapping into character. "That'swhat | dways say.”
"Wdl put,” Foger replied, ushering himin.

Today Jack wore jeans, cowboy boots, awhite Walking Man collarless shirt, and aplaid sport coat with
two deep inner pockets, each heavy with their cargo. He followed Foster to the desk.

"Let's attend to mundane mattersfirst,” Foster said. "Y ou have Madame's fee?"
"What? Oh, sure." Jack drew an envel ope from a side pocket and handed it to Foster. "Here you go."

Fogter opened it and quickly fanned through the five counterfeit one-hundred-dollar billsinsde. He
looked disappointed.

"| thought you said gold was the best way to deal with the spirit world.”

"Y eah well, that'swhat my Uncle Matt used to tell me, but you know how hard it isto put together a
bunch of gold coinsthat total an exact amount? Too much trouble, if you ask me."



"I could have given you change.”
"Never thought of that. Okay, next timeit'sgold.”

"Excdlent!" Foster said, brightening as he pocketed the envelope. "'Y ou mentioned wanting to contact an
uncle? Was he the one you mentioned who used to frequent spirituaist mediums?”

"Yep. UncleMatt."

"Certainly not Mait Cunningham?"

Oh, you're good, Jack thought. Slick way to draw out some details.

But Jack wanted to be drawn out. He was primed to babble.

"Naw. Hislast name was West. Matthew West. Great guy. Shame he had to go.”
"When wasthat?"

Jack wondered if Foster was taking mental notes or if Madame herself was seated at their computer,
listening to the bugs and typing Matthew Thomas West's name into www.Sitters-net.com even asthey

spoke.

"Early inthe year—not sureif it waslate January or early February. | just know | never been so cold in
my life asat that funeral. Standing outside in that wind at the graveside—boy!" Jack rubbed his hands
and hunched his shoulders asif remembering the chill. "I tdll you, | thought I'd never fed warm again.”

"Redly," Fogter said. "'l recdl this past winter being rather mild."

"Here, maybe, but we were freezing our butts off in St. Paul.”

"Minnesota? Y es, they certainly do get cold winters out there. Isthat where you're from?'
"Me?Nah. Bornand raised in Virginia."

"How do you like Manhattan?'

"Loveit. Never seen so many restaurantsin my life. And they'reall crowded.” Helaughed. "Don't
anybody ever eat in around here?!

Fogter amiled. "Y es, the Upper West Side offers every cuisine known to man.”
Jack narrowed hiseyesin adisplay of suspicion. "How do you know where live?!
"Why, from the questionnaire you filled out yesterday."

"Oh, yeah." He gave a sheegpish grin. "Forgot about that.”

Jack had expected the Fosters to check up on him. He'd been the only new face yesterday when the
lights had come on, so he had to be a prime suspect. That was why he'd used the name of ared
person... just in case he had to come back.

But held given himsdf plausible denigbility: the remoterig in thelight switch could be activated from
outside the seance room.

He was sure they'd checked up on him. Foster no doubt took atrip to the Millennium Towers and found



that a Robert Butler did indeed live there. If held seen the redl Robert Butler, the jig would have been up.
But obvioudy he hadnt. If held called the number Jack had written on the questionnaire—someone had
donejugt that last night and hung up—he heard an outgoing message from "Bob Butler" confirming the
number and ingtructing him to leave amessage after the beep.

The Krugerrand yesterday and today's envelope full of cash should have laid any residua suspicionsto
rest. At least that was what Jack hoped. These two were the type who tried to kill the competition. What
would they do to someone they thought was trying to pull asting on them? Jack took comfort in thelittle
.38 automatic nestled in hisright boot.

Foster said, "Y ou were close to your uncle?!
"Oh, yeah. Great guy. Split his estate between me and my brother when he died. Great guy.”
"Isthat why you wish to contact him? To thank him?”’

"W, yeah. And to ask him..." Jack reached into the left inner breast pocket of hisjacket and pulled out
one of Monte'sclamshell cases. ... about this." Fogter's eyesfixed on its chrome finish. "Interesting.” He
reached for it. "May |?" Jack handed it to him and watched his hand drop asit took the full weight of the
box. But Foster made no mention of how heavy it was. The fingers of hisfree hand glided over the
tapered surface, caressing the seam, running across the inset hinges, and coming to rest on the keyhole at
the opposite end.

"Do you havethe key?'
"Um, no."
"Redly. I'll bet theré's an interesting story behind this case.”

Jack put on aguilty expression as he held out his hand for the case. Y ou might say that. But that's
between me, my uncle, and the lady."

"Yes, of course," Foster said, handing it back to him. He glanced at hiswatch. "I'll seeif Madameis
resdy."

He stepped away from the desk and entered the seance room, closing the door behind him. Jack listened
inon ahurried strategy meeting between Mr. and Mrs. Foster beyond that door.

"He's telling the truth,” Madame Pomerol'svoice said in hisleft ear. | found the uncle on sitters-net.
And get this. He was a coin collector ."

"You should feel the weight of that case he's got. I'm betting it's stuffed with gold coins. Troubleis
it'slocked."

"That shouldn't be a problem for you. Get a look inside that case. I'll handle the rest.”
A moment later Foster regppeared and motioned Jack toward the door.
"Come. Madameisready."

He ushered Jack into the room. Again that claustrophobic feding from al the heavy drapes. Thistime
only two chairs huddled againgt the table.

Foster pointed to the case. "Did that belong to your uncle?!



"I'm pretty sureit did. That's one of the things| want to find out.”
"Then I'll have to ask you to place it on that settee over there until later in the session.”

Jack looked at thelittle red velvet upholstered couch againgt the wall about a dozen feet away. Jack
knew what lay on the other side of that wall: Foster's command center, much like Charlie's but not as
sophiticated. HEd found it Saturday night when held searched the place.

“Why?

"Madame finds her gift works better if sheisnot in proximity to objects that once belonged to the
departed sheistrying to contact.”

Good line, Jack thought as he clutched the case againgt his chest.
"No kidding?I'd think they'd be abig help.”

"Oh, they are, they are, but later. Once sheis one with the Other Side, they areinvaluable. But early on,
when Madame is making the transition, the auras from these objects interfere with her connection.”

"I don't know," Jack said, drawing out the words.

Foster pointed to the little couch. "Please. Place it on the settee for now. When Madame hasthe ear of
the spirits, shewill ask you to bring it to the table. Have no fear. 1t will be quite safe there.”

Jack made a show of indecision, then shrugged. "All right. If it's gonna help make thiswork, what the

He walked to the settee and settled the case on the cushions, but his eyes were searching the wall behind
it, looking for seamsin the wallpaper. He found none, but noticed that the molding here ran in abox
pattern just above the level of the settee. He knew one of those rectangles hid allittle trapdoor; he'd seen
its other Sde Saturday night.

Empty-handed, he returned to the table and seated himsdlf in the chair the smiling Carl Foster was
holding for him.

"Madamewill be with you shortly."

And then Jack was done. He knew he was on camera so he looked nervous, drumming on the table,
fiddling with hisjacket. While doing that he checked the stack of counterfeit billsinsde hisleft deeve, and
the second metal casein hisleft inner breast pocket.

All st

A moment later the overhead spots went out and Madame Pomerol made her entrance in another flowing
beaded gown, pink thistime. She wore the same turbanlike hat as on Sunday.

"Monsieur Butler," she said in her faux French accent as she extended her bgjeweled hand, "how good to
seeyou agan.”

"Niceto be up close and persond, asit were."
"I understand you wish to contact your late uncle, yes?!

"That | do."



“Then let usbegin.”

No preliminariesthistime, no speech aoout not touching the ectoplasm. Madame Pomerol seated herself
opposite Jack and said, "Please lay your handsflat on the table." When Jack complied she said, "'l will
now contact my spirit guide, the ancient Mayan priest known to me as Xultulan.”

Asthey had Sunday, the clear bulbs on the chanddlier faded, leaving the dull red oneslit. Once again
shadows crowded around the table, held off only by the faint red glow from above. Jack glanced toward
the settee and his case but could make out no detailsin the darkness.

Madame Pomerol began her tona hum, then did her head-loll thing.

Jack guessed the reason for the hum: to help mask any sound of the trapdoor opening in the wall by the
settee. Foster was probably reaching for the metal case right now.

Thiswas SOP in the gpook trade: snatch the purse, rifle through it for whatever information it contained:
driver license, SSN, bank account number, address book, pictures of family members. Foster's
command center had a photocopier and akey cutter, just like Charli€'s; he could copy documents and
keysin minutes.

If the remote switch were il in place it might have been fun to turn on the lights and catch Foster with
hishand in thetill, but Jack had aready played that scene. He was going for abigger sting today.

The table tipped under his hands and so he felt obliged to let out a startled, “"Whoa!"
And then the low, echoey moan from the lady. The amp had been turned on.

"O Xultulan! We have a seeker after one who has crossed over, one with whom he sharesablood tie.
Help us, O Xultulan!™

Jack tuned her out and concentrated on time. Foster should have snatched the case by now. Hed have
had his pick set open and ready and would be working on the lock. Jack had akey but hed done a
couple of test runs picking the lock himself—and had purposely left afew crude scraichesaround it. As
expected, thelittle lock turned out to be an easy pick, complicated only by itssmall size. If Foster had
any taent, he should be turning those tumblersjust... about... now.

And now heslifting thetop... and freezing a the sght of rows of gleaming gold coins. Not bullion coins
like yesterday's Krugerrand, but numismeatic beauties from Jack's own collection, worth far more than
their weight in gold.

He wants to touch them but the plastic dome stops him. Hetriesto lift it but it won't budge. It'slocked
down. But there has to be a catch somewhere, arelease. ..

"My case" Jack said, straightening and running jittery hands over hisjacket like aman who'd just
discovered that hiswalet ismissng. "1 want my casel™

"Mease be cdm, Monseur Butler,” Madame Pomerol said, suddenly dert and aware and free of her
trance. "Y our caseisfine”

Jack rose from his chair. He put atremor in hisvoice. "I-I-1 want it. I've got to find it!"

"Monsieur Butler, you must st down.” That was awarning to her husband to put hisassin gear and get
thisturkey's precious case back on the settee. "'l am in touch with Xultulan and he has located your uncle.
Y ou can retrieve the case in afew minutes when—"



"l want it now!"

Jack feigned disorientation and wandered in the wrong direction firs—he wanted to give Foster enough
time to close the case and return it—then lurched around and stumbled toward the settee.

"We're okay," Foster'svoicesaidin hisear. "It's back on your side.”

Jack couldn't see the settee in the darkness so he traveled by memory, and made sure he banged into it
when he reached it. He felt around on the cushion and found the case.

"Hereitis" hecried. "Thank God!"

As he was speaking he dipped that case into hisleft breast pocket and removed itsidentical twin from
theright. Hed filled the mounts within the first with gleaming pristine beauties that anyone would
recognize as valuable for their bullion weight done. But when Foster saw the dates held know they were
old. And since they'd looked up Matthew West on sitters-net.com, held assume they wererare.

The second case, however, hed filled with lead sinkers.

"Shit, that was close!" said Foster's voice. " But worth it. You should see what's in that case. Gold
coins. Not more Krugerrands, but old collectibles. They must be worth a fucking fortune. Think of
something. We have got to get our hands on those coins!"

As Jack waded back toward the faintly glowing pool of red around the table, he noticed alook of
concentration and distraction on Madame Pomerol's face as she listened to her husband.

Sheld probably been ready to scold her sitter, but now she gave Jack awarm, motherly smile.
"See, Monsieur Butler? There was nothing for you to get upset about. Y ou fed better now, yes?'

"Much." Hetook his seat and used the moment to pull the stack of thirty bogus hundreds from within his
deeve and lay it on hislap. Then he put both hands on the table and clutched the case between them.
"I'm real sorry about that. Don't know what came over me. | just got scared, | guess. Y ou know, the
darknessand dl."

"That is perfectly understandable, especidly on your firs visit." She covered her eyeswith ahand. "1 have
meade contact with your uncle”

Jack jerked upright in his seet. "Redly? Can | talk to him?”
"The connection was broken when you left the table.”
"Oh, no!"

"But that isnot aterrible thing. | can reestablishit. But it was not agood connection, so | must ask you a
few questionsfirg."

"Shoot."
"Y our uncle, hismiddle name was Thomeas, yes?'
"You know, | believeit was. Y es, Matthew Thomas West. How'd you know that?"

Sheamiled. "Y our uncletold me."



"Damn! That'sscary.”

"He seemed upset about something. Do you know what it could be?"
Jack averted his eyes, hoping helooked guilty. "I don't think s0."
"Something about an inheritance, perhgps?’

Jack |ooked awestruck. "Y ou know about that?*

He was perfectly aware that held told Foster about sharing the estate with his brother, but it was
common for Sttersto forget that their own loose lips were the source of most of what amedium told
them.

"Of course, but communication was garbled. Something about you and your brother..."

Jack started with hisstory. It jibed with dl the available information on stters-net.com; held looked at it
from different angles and couldn't see any holes. He hoped Madame Pomerol wouldn't either.

"Y eah. Wewere hisonly living relatives. Our folks were gone, and he had no kids."

No kids, Jack thought. Must've died alonely old man, going to mediumsin avain attempt to contact his
dead wife. But that's not going to happen to me. Not now...

Theredization lit awarm glow in his chest.
"Mongeur Butler?'
Jack snapped to. Hed drifted away. Jeez. Not like him. Couldn't afford to do that or he'd blow the sting.

"Sorry. | wasjust thinking about Uncle Matt. After he died, hiswill divided his estate between me and
my brother Bill."

"Y es, hetold me hiswife Alice had died many years before him. They are reunited now."
"Y ou know about Aunt Alice? Thisisamazing. And they're together again? That's great.”
"They are very happy. Theinheritance?’

"Ohyeah. Wdll, | got the house and everything init." Jack frowned and pushed out hislower lip, just shy
of apout. "Bill got the coin callection. Uncle Matt dways did like him better."

"These two things, they were not equd ?'

He sghed. "Y eah, they were about equd in dollar vaue. But dl Bill had to do wasfind acoin dedler to
unload the collection. Know what he walked away with? A quarter of amillion dollars." Jack snapped his
fingers. "Judt likethat."

"And you had to sell the house. Not so easy.”

"Damn right. Had to sdll off dl the furniture aswell. | wound up with the same amount of cash, but | had
to keep flying back and forth to Minnesotaand it took me until just last week to get it. That'samost Sx
damn monthd™

Madame Pomerol gave aGdlic shrug. "But still you have much money now, yes?'Y ou should be happy.
But none of thistellsmewhy your uncleis so upseat.”



"Well..." Jack looked away again. "l guessit hasto do with thislittle case”
IIYS?I

Hetook a deep breath and sighed again. "Last week, as | was cleaning out the last of Uncle Mart's stuff
before the closing, | came upon the case. It waslocked and | couldn't find the key, so | brought it back
with me. | was planning on finding alocksmith to openiit for me, but..."

"But what, Monseur Butler?"
"I don't think Uncle Matt wants meto havethis."
"Why do you say that?"

"You wont believe this" He gave anervous laugh. "But then again, maybe you will, seeing as how you're
amedium and al." Another deep bresth, a show of hesitation, then, "It'sthe case.” He tapped its shiny
surface. " Someone or something keegps moving it on me.”

"Movingit?"
Jack nodded. "I keep finding it in placeswhere | never put it. | mean that: never putit."”
"Perhaps your wife or—"

"| live done. Don't even have acleaning lady. But I'm looking for one. Y ou know of anybody? Because
I_II

"Pleesegoon.”

"Oh, yeah. Wdll, it kept moving and | kept making excuses, blaming my memory. But Saturday ...
Saturday really got to me. Y ou see, I'd planned to take it down to alocksmith that day, but when | was
ready to leave, | couldn't find the case. | looked everywhere in that apartment. And findly, when the
locksmith was closed and it wastoo late to do anything, | found the damn thing under my bed. Under my
bed! Just asif someone had hidden it from me. In fact | know it was hidden from me, and | have a pretty
good ideawho did it."

"It was your Uncle Matt."

"| think s too."

"No. It was your uncle. Hetold me."

"Y ou mean to tell me you knew about thisal aong?Why'd you let me go on 07"

"I needed to know if you weretelling me the truth. Now | do. What you say agrees with what your uncle
toldme."

Y eah, right.

Foster said, " There were a bunch of scratches on the case lock. Looked like thisjerk tried to pick it
himself. Hit himwith that."

Madame Pomerol cleared her throat. "But you left out afew things."

Jack wished he knew how to blush on cue. Probably wouldn't be noticed in thislight anyway.



"How you tried to open the case yoursdlf and failed.”
He covered hiseyes. "Oh, man. Wéll, yeah. Tell Uncle Matt I'm sorry about that."
"Also, you believe the case holds valuable coins, and if S0, they belong to your brother, yes?'

"Now walit just aminute, there. Uncle Mait | eft the coin collection to Bill and the house and its contents to
me. Thishere case was part of the contents. So it's rightfully mine.”

"Y our uncle disagrees. He tells me they are sllver coins of little monetary worth.”

Jack could fed her eyes on him, looking for some sign that he already knew what the case held. He
avoided aquick, negative reaction, but he didn't want to appear too accepting.

"Yeah?' he said, frowning as he hefted the case. " Seems kinda heavy for just Slver."

Thelady brushed past hisdoubt. "I know nothing of such things. All I know isthat your uncletold me
they were of great sentimenta vaueto him. They are the very first coins he collected asaboy.”

"No kidding?" Jack was getting an idea of where she might be heading with this.

"Y es, your uncle was hoping to take them aong with him when he crossed over, but he could not manage
it. That was why they remained in the house."

"Take them into the afterlife? Isthat possible?!

She shook her head. "Sadly, no. No money in the afterlife. At least not permanently.”

"Can't takeit with you, en? Wdll, | guessthat settlesit. I'll just haveto givethisto Bill."

"Don't let him get away!" Foster cried. "I'mtelling you there's a small fortune in that case!”

Jack dapped his hands on the table, picked up the case, and made asiif to stand. Wasn't she going to say
anything? Was she going to let him walk out with &l those rare gold coins? A mook like her? He couldn't
bdieveit.

"One moment, Monsieur Butler. Y our uncle wishes me to apport the case to the other side so that he can
seethem onelagt time.”

"| thought you said that wasimpossible.”
"I can doit, but only for avery short while, then they return.”
"All right. Let'sget toit."

"l am afraid that isimpossible right now. It isagrueling procedure that takes many hours, and for which |
must be done."

"You mean | just give you this case and wak away? 1 don't think so. Not in thislifetime.”
"Y ou do not trust me?"

"Lady, | just met you two days ago.”



"I have promised your unclethisfavor. | cannot bresk apromiseto the dead.”
llm.ry'll

Madame Pomerol closed her eyesand let her head fall forward. Asthey sat in silence on opposite Sides
of the table, Jack debated whether to ask for some security. He decided againgt it. Better to let her come
up with theidea.

Finaly Madame Pomerol raised her head and opened her eyes.
Sheredeased aheavy sgh. "Thisismost unusua. Embarrassng amost. But your uncle thinks—"

"Wait. Y ou were just talking to him?' He didn't ask how she'd managed to do that without al the
amplified moaning and groaning.

"Yes, and he says| should provide you with ashow of good faith.”
Even better! Let the idea come from Uncle Matt.
"I don't think | understand.”

"Asashow of good faith | will put one thousand dollarsin an envel ope for you to keep while | apport the
caseto the other sde. When | return the case, you will return the envelope.”

"A thousand dollars... | don't think that's enough. What if the case doesn't come back from the other
sde? Then I'm out everything." He tapped the case. "I'll bet the coinsin here are worth a couple-three
thousand.”

"Twenty-five hundred then, but ask no more, for | do not haveit.”

Jack made a show of congdering this, then nodded. "I guessthat'll do."
Sherosewith an air of wounded pride. "'l shall getit.”

"I hope you're not mad or anything.”

"Y our uncleis annoyed with you. And so, | must say, am 1"

"Hey, it'snot likeit'sfor me, you know. | just fed I've got to look out for my brother's interests. | mean,
seeing ashow the coinsinthisthing arehisand dl.”

She waked off into the darkness without another word.
Shel's good, he thought. Just the right mix of arrogance and hurt. And smooth.
He heard adoor shut, then the lady's voice started in his ear.

"Do you believe this shit?' shesaid. " A thousand ain't enough for that dickhead bastard!
Twenty-five hundred fucking dollars! Have we got that much in cash?'

"Let's see,” Fogter said. "With the cash donations from this morning and his own five hundred, we
just makeit."

Damn, Jack thought. They were going to give him back his own queer. Oh, well, that had been arisk dl
dong.



"All right, stick it in an envelope for me. I'll make up the dummy." Jack heard rustling paper, then, "
tell you, I'd love to shove this twenty-five hundred right up that geek's ass!"

Carl Fogter laughed. "What difference does it make how much he wants? He's not going to walk
away with a cent of it."

Madame added her own laugh. " You've got that right!"
That'swhat you think, my friends.

While apparently adjusting his position in the chair, Jack counted five bills off his pile of queer and shoved
them back into hisdeeve, leaving twenty-fivein hislap.

"It'sthe principle, Carl. He should have trusted me for a thousand. It's the fucking principle!"
More rustling paper, then, " All right. I'm set. Showtime.”

With that, the overheads and chandelier came on, flooding the room with light.
What the hell?

Jack glanced down at the pile of billsin hislap. Hed been counting on the semi-darkness of the seance;
now heldd haveto do hiswork in full light. This complicated matters—big time.

He leaned forward to cover the bills as Madame Pomeral returned. She carried awhite legal-size
envelope and a small wooden box. With agreat show of noblesse oblige, she tossed the envelope onto
thetable.

"Hereisyour good faith. Please count it.”
"Hey, no, that's—"
"Plee=e. | ingg.”

Shrugging, Jack took the envel ope and opened it. He noticed it was the security kind with a crisscross
pattern printed on the inner surface to keep anyone from scoping out the contents through the paper.

Now the hard part... made harder by dl thisdamn light... had to play thisjust right... be cool and
casud...

He removed the wad of hillsfrom the envelope and lowered it benegth the level of thetabletop. Ashe
pretended to count them he felt the muscles along the back of his neck and shoulders tighten. He knew
the Fosters had a camerain the chanddier, but he couldn't remember if it was asmple, wide-angle
sationary, or aremote-controlled directiond. If Carl Foster spotted Jack's switch, he might do
something rash. Like shoot him in the back.

Jack decided to risk it. Hed cometoo far to back down now. And his ear piece would give him a
heads-up if Foster got wise.

Keeping closeto the table, Jack switched Madame Pomeral's bills with the counterfeitswaiting in hislap.
"It'sdl here" he said as he brought the stack of queer onto the tabletop and shoved it into the envelope.
He listened for comment from Foster, but the husband remained slent. Had he got away with it?

The lady picked up the envelope, took aquick look inside, then ran her tongue over the glued flap.



"Please check to make sure the lock on your caseis secure,” she said. "For | wishtoreturnittoyouin
the exact condition that you gaveit to me."

Jack bent over the case, pretending to examine the lock, but kept watch on the lady's hands. Therel As
soon as his head dipped, he saw her switch the cash envelope with another from her billowy deeve.

One good switch deserves another. But I'm till one ahead.
"Yep," hesad, looking up. "Still locked up tight.”
"Now," she said as she opened her little wooden box, "1 am going to sedl the envelope.”

She withdrew a purple candle from the box, followed by abook of matches and something that looked
likearing. She struck amatch and lit the candle. She dribbled some of the wax onto the back of the
envelope, then pressed thering thing into it.

"There. | have affixed a spirit sedl to the envelope. Y ou are not to open it. Only if the case does not
return from the other side may you openit. If you break the spirit sed before then, your uncle will punish
you."

Jack swallowed hard. "Punish me? How?"

"Mogt likely he will make the money disappear. But he may do worse." Shewagged afinger at him as
she pushed the envelope across the table. " So do not open it before you return.”

Very clever, Jack thought. She's covering dl exits.

"Don't worry. | won't." He put the envelope in hislap, then quickly transferred that plus her
twenty-five-hundred dollars to his Side coat pocket. "Oh, hey, | got alittle businesstrip
tomorrow—overnight to Chicago—so | can't come back till Thursday. Will you have ap-whatevered it
by then?'

"Apported. Yes, and | believeit will have returned by then."

Y ou mean, he thought, that you believe you will have been able to replace the gold coins with junk silver
by then.

He pushed the case toward her. "Then fire away. And good luck, Uncle Matt, wherever you are."
Jack rose, waved to Madame Pomerol, and headed for the door. " See you Thursday.”

Hefdt laughter bubbling in histhroat as he strode through the waiting room and hurried down the hall,
but he suppressed it. He didn't want to arouse their suspicions. He took the stairsinstead of waiting for
the elevator because aload of shit was poised over awindtunnel fan and he wanted to be out of range
when it dropped.

“"Lock the front door," Madame Pomerol said through Jack's earpiece, "and let's take a ook at those
coins.”

Jack had made it to the lobby when he heard Foster say, " Shit! Something's up with this lock!"
"What's wrong?"

"Likeit's jammed."



Good diagnosis, Carl, Jack thought as he waved to the doorman and stepped out onto the street. Held
broken off apintip in the lock of the second case.

Instead of hurrying away, Jack loitered on the Sdewak outside. He wanted to hear this.

"Look at that," Foster said. "Wonder how that got in there. No matter, it's out now. Only take me a
few seconds to... there. Now, feast your eyes on—oh, shit! Oh, no!"

"Let me—" Madame Pomerol cut herself off with agasp. "What the fuck? You told me this was
packed with gold coins! Are you fucking blind?'

"It was! | swear it was! | don't know what—"

"l do! The shit pulled a switch! He was conning us from the get-go! And you let himin!"
"Me?"

"Yes, you, you needle-dick jerk! You're supposed to screen these assholes!”

"I did! I checked out his address, | called the phone number he gave me."

"Yeah, well, you can bet your sorry ass the Robert Butler at that address ain't the guy we had here
today, and the phone you called is not at that address. Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!"

"Hey, let'slook on the bright side. He thinks he walked out of here with two-and-a-half large, but
all he's got is diced-up newspaper. And we've still got his five hundred. | wish | could see his face
when he opens that envelope. He may have pulled one over on us, but we're the ones that come
out ahead.”

"You think | give a shit about that? | don't give a rat's ass about five hundred bucks. What | care
about is he scammed us. He's out some cash, but as far as I'm concerned, he came out on top. He
walked into our place and fucking scammed us—in our own place! Like we were punk amateurs. If
word of this gets out we'll never be able to hold our heads up. We look like big fucking jerks.”

That's right, Jack thought, plucking out his ear piece as he moved on. But soon you're going to look like
even bigger jerks.

He hoped they stayed good and mad, too mad to see the barb till waiting at the end of Jack's sting.

He pumped hisfist as he danced across the street. Thiswas swest, and going to get swester.
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Giaawoke from adream about blue eyes.

She yawned and stretched in the big leather recliner where she and Jack would often snuggle together
and watch one of hisweird movies.

She yawned again. She never ngpped. She'd sat down and closed her eyes, just for aminute, and
suddenly it was forty minutes later. Maybe it was the pregnancy, combined with being up late with Jack
last night. She remembered being very tired carrying Vicky.

Whatever the reason, the ngp hadn't refreshed her. Images of the blond child from yesterday had filled
her deep, her sad, londly blue eyes caling to Gia, beseeching her...



For what? Why couldn't she get that little girl out of her head?

The pregnancy again. Sure, blame everything on the hormona shifts. Being donein the houseona
summer day with no prospect of seeing Vicky till the end of the week didn't help either.

Giapushed hersdf up from the chair and grabbed her purse. She didn't want to stay in the house. As
soon as she stepped out into the warm humid afternoon she knew where she wanted to go.

Sheld never liked the subway—the closed-in fegling of the dark tunnels made her edgy—»but today it
seemed to be theway to go. A quick walk over to Lexington took her to the Fifty-ninth Street station
which she knew to be astop for the N and R trains, known citywide asthe "Never" and the "Rarely.”
She wasn't familiar with the Brooklyn and Queens lines, but the map by the token booth showed her that
the N would take her right to the heart of Astoria

Shewasjust ahead of rush hour and her car was nearly full; the rocking made her queasy until the tracks
broke free of the tunnd and into the air. She sghed with relief as sunlight filtered through the
spiderweb-fine graffiti scratches on the windows.

The elevated tracks ended at her stop, Ditmars Boulevard. She stepped out of the car and headed for
the stairs down to street level. She had a pretty good idea of Mendlaus Manor'slocation in relation to
Ditmars. She'd have to orient hersalf once she reached—

"Gig?"

She jumped at the sound of her name. When she turned she saw aman with long red hair and amustache
gpproaching her. For an ingtant she didn't recognize him, then—

" Jock?’
"Gia, what are you doing here?'

His hedls beat a staccato rhythm as he strode toward her along the platform. Were those cowboy boots?
Heleaned in to kiss her but she held up a hand. "Without the mustache, please?"

Hegmiled. "Oh, yeah."

He peded it off and they kissed.

He kept his hands on her waist and looked into her eyes. "Y ou're the last person | expected to see here.
What'sup?'

"I'm not sure," shesaid.

Shefdt off balance. What had she been thinking, anyway? That sheld just knock on the Kentons door
and ask if they had any little blond girls wandering around their house today? She hadn't thought this
through. She'd been operating on impulse and that wasn't like her.

"It'sthat little girl you saw, isn't it?"
She stared at him. "How on earth did you know?"
"Y ou've mentioned her anumber of times since yesterday. She seemsto be stuck in your head.”

"Sheis. | don't know why, but | can't stop thinking about her. Maybe if she hadn't disappeared and wed



spoken to her, it would be different. But now, theway itis... shésamysery.”

"Not onewerelikely to solve. And maybe not something you should be worrying about and traveling to
Adtoriafor. | mean, you being pregnant and al.”

"Jack, it'sjust haf adozen stopsfrom home."

"Y eah, but subways are full of people, some of them sick. | don't want you catching anything.”
"Y ou never seemed to worry about that before | was pregnant.”

"I did, but now I'm twice asworried, if you know what | mean.”

She was touched by his concern for her and the baby, but he was going a bit overboard.

She sighed. "'l just wanted to have another look, | guess.”

"Well, sinceI'm on my way to see Lyle and Charlie myself—" he offered her hisarm with exaggerated
courtliness—"I shall be delighted to escort you there.”

Giabatted her eyes and got into the game. "That's very kind of you, Sir, but | sorely fear for my
reputation if I'm seen walking with aman with that sort of haircut. | might never again be ableto hold up
my head in polite society."”

"A new haircut? Say the word, madam, and it isdone."

With aflourish Jack pulled off that hideous wig and shoved it into the pocket of hisequally hideous sport
coat. She combed her fingersthrough histouded hair to sraighten it.

"By the way, who picked out your clothes today?"
"Stevie Wonder."

"l suspected.” Shetook hisarm and they continued toward the stairway. ™Y ou seem to be in agood

"So far it's been a pretty good day.”

Asthey waked hetold her about how he'd reversed a scam on an Upper East Side psychic. Thiswas
theliveiest shed seen himin months. The old Jack was back, and Giawas glad.

At Mendaus Manor they found a pair of workmen just leaving; apparently they'd been replacing the
broken windows.

Charlie welcomed them in. He didn't ask why Gia had come dong, and Jack didn't offer an explanation.
Anyway, Charlie seemed too taken with Jack's ouitfit to care.

"Ain't you ragged out!" he said, pointing to the plaid jacket and grinning. "Oh, you some ragged-out mack
today!"

When hefindly stopped laughing he said Lyle would meet Jack upstairsinstead of in the Channeling
Room, which was under repair.

Jack turned to Gia. "Do you mind waiting herewhile | go upstairs? Got to talk some business. Only take
meaminute.



"Tdk away,” shesad. "I'll just hang hereand... look around.”

Jack winked at her and followed Charlie into the hall and up the stairs. When they were gone, Gia
casudly wandered down the hall and into the kitchen. She poked her head into an adjoining room that
held adismantled TV. The screen waslit, though, showing a Dukakis-for-President ad. Probably the
History Channel or a documentary. She went to the rear door and looked out into the backyard: aplot of
dry, scrubby grass bordered by aprivet hedge. Nollittle girl.

Disappointed, Giawandered back to the waiting room.

Well, what did she expect, anyway? Still shefdt better for coming. Sheld made the pilgrimage, now
maybe she could stop thinking about that child.

Giaidly picked up one of the Menelaus manor pamphletsto read up on the house again, and alittle
booklet fell out. The cover read, WHO, ME?with "By J. T. C." in the corner. Sheflipped it over and
saw adrawing of achurch and the words, "Fisherman's Club™ and " A Ministry for Laymen." Published
by Chick Publications.

Giaflipped through it and redlized immediatdly that it was aborn-again tract exhorting its Christian
readersto sart "persona minigtries’ and become "soul winners' by bringing nonbelieversto Jesus.

What was it about fundamentaist sects, she wondered, that made them fedl they had to get othersto
believe what they believed? The drive to convert other peopleto their way of thinking... wheredid it
comefrom?

A more immediate question: Who was |eaving these things here? And what did he or she hopeto
accomplish? People seeking out spirit mediums like Ifasen had most likely tried out the major religions
and rejected them.

She searched through the Menelaus brochures and found another Chick pamphlet caled "ThisWas Y our
Lifel" Asshe opened it she heard a child's voice begin to sing.

"l think we're alone now..."

Giaturned and her heart tripped over abeat. There she was—the little blond girl. She stood in the
doorway to the hal, her blue eyes bright as she stared at Gia. She wore the same red and white
checkered blouse, the same brown riding breeches and boots as yesterday.

"Hdlo," Giasad. "What's your name?"

Thegirl didn't smile, didn't respond. She kept her hands clasped in front of her as she sang and stared at
Gia

"Doyou live around here?'

The song went on. She had agood voice, a sweset tone that stayed on key. But the single-mindedness of
the anging was making Giauncomfortable. Asthe child went into the verse her hands fluttered to her
neckline and began unbuttoning her blouse,

The nape of Gias neck tightened. "What are you doing?'

The relentless singing and the blank look in the child's eyeswere dl disturbing enough. But now this...
opening her top...



Was she demented?
"Please don't do that," Giasaid.

Theair in the room thickened as the last button popped free of its hole and the child gripped the two
edges of the blouse and spread them, revedling abare flat chest with awide, ragged red gash down its
center—

No-no-no, not agash, agaping bloody hole, agaping bloody empty hole with nothing where her heart
should be—
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Jack wasin the middle of describing his doubling back on Madame Pomerol's variation of the Spanish
handkerchief scam when he heard Gia's scream. Before he knew he was moving he found himself up and
racing for the stairs, leaving behind hisrapt audience.

He pounded down to thefirst floor, hisfeet barely touching the airs, and found her in the middle of the
waiting room, doubled over, face buried in her hands, sobbing.

Jack spun, saw no one else about, then grabbed her wrists and pulled her to him.
"Gial What'swrong? What happened?’

Her tear-stained face was the color of afreshly shucked oyster when she looked up at him. "She had no
heart! She opened her blouse and her heart was gonel”

"Who?'
"Thelittegirl!"
"The one you saw yesterday?'

Gianodded. "She... she—" Her eyes widened and she pointed toward the hall. "Look! There's her
blood!"

Jack turned just as Lyle and Charlie piled down the stairs. He saw aglistening red trail on the hardwood
floor of the hdl, saw Charlie's sneaker land in it and dip. Charlie went down but bounced back up again,
garing in horror at hisbloody hands.

"Blood! Dear Lord, where—?" He looked at Jack. "Who?"
Lyle, poised on the bottom step, pointed toward the kitchen. "It runsthat way!"

He and Charlie moved down the hal, gingerly sidestepping the red splatters. Ingtinctively Jack started to
follow, but Giaclutched hisarm.

"Don't leave mel™
Jack wrapped an arm around her back and held her closer, trying to absorb her Parkinsonian shakes.
"l won't. Don't worry."

But within him every angry cell was pulling toward the hall to follow that wet red trail. He
wanted—needed—to find whoever had frightened Gialike this. He didn't know how they'd done
it—faking up alittle girl so it looked like she had no heart—and he didn't care. Anyone who terrified Gia



like thiswas going to answer to him.

Hewatched Lyle and Charlie enter the kitchen and follow thetrail to theleft, heard Lyle say, "It goes
down the steps.” Jack heard their feet on the cdllar stairs, their voices crying out in shock.

"Jack!" Lyle cdled. "Jack, you've got to seethid It's... it's..." Words seemed to fail him.
Jack glanced at Giabut she shook her head. "Don't you leave me done here! Please!”

He had to see what they were talking about. He turned and called out, "How about Gia? Isit dl right for
her?'

"No... yeah... | don't know if it'sal right for anyone, but | guess so. Just come quick! | don't know how
long it will last!"

Helooked at Giaagain. "Comeon. I'll beright at your side, holding on to you."

"Damn right you will," she muttered. She shuddered, then straightened. "All right, let'sgo. But if it'sawful,
we get out of here, promise? We head home and we never come back."

"Promis2"

They moved like Siamese twins, edging down the hal hip to hip, avoiding the blood on the floor. Stepped
into the kitchen, then made the turn and stopped at the top of the cellar steps. A single bulb lit the narrow
gairwell. A two-inch railing ran along the right wall. Below, near the bottom steps, he could see Lyleand
Charlie, their postures tense, hunched, asthey stared into the basement. The steps made aturn where
they stood, putting the basement out of Jack's line of sight.

"I'll gofirgt," he said, and started down. He felt Gia close enough behind him to be riding piggyback, a
hand on each of his shoulders, squeezing. He steadied himself by gripping the wobbly railing.

Below, the Kenton brotherslooked up at him. Lyle'sface wastight with strain, Charlie's was dack and
beaded with sweat. They looked like frightened kids. Jack wondered what could put these two grown
men in such agate.

A few more steps and he found out.
"Haly..."
"Oh, dear God!" Giasaid into his ear and she leaned against him and peered over his shoulder.

The basement floor was awash in bright red liquid. It roseto theleve of the bottom stair tread and
lapped at the one aboveit. And it moved, circulaing in adow, counterclockwise rotation.

Jack said, "That'snot..."

"Damnrightitis Lylesad. "Can't you smdl it?'

Giasfingers suddenly turned into talons, digging into Jack's shoulders.
"Therés someonein therel" she cried.

Jack leaned forward, squinting at the surface of thered lake. "Where?"

"Therel” An arm speared over hisright shoulder, finger pointing. "Dear God, don't you seeit? Right



there! A hand, reaching up from the surface! It'sachild! That littlegirl! She'sin therel”
"What you talking 'bout?' Charlie said. "Ain't nobody in there.”

Jack had to agree. Barely aripple on the surface from wall to wall.

"| don't see anything either, Gi."

"Areyou dl blind?' Her voice wastaking on a panicky tone. "That little girl isdrowning! Thereésher arm,
reaching up for help! Can't you seeit? For God's sake, somebody grab it! Please! "

Lyleturned to her. "1 don't see athing. I'm not saying you're not, okay, but even if somebody werein
here, it'sonly afoot deep, tops.”

Her eyeswild, Giabegan trying to squeeze past Jack. "I can't stand this, Jack! I've got to do something!"

Jack wouldn't let her pass. "Gia, no. We don't know what's going down here, and you're too close
dready." He didn't know what effect whatever was happening might have on the baby.

" ook
"Y ou know what I'm talking about. Y ou shouldn't—"

"Thelevd'sriang!" Charliecried.

Jack turned and saw that the blood had reached the tread of the next to last step.
"Let'sdl back up alittle” Lylesaid.

But as he stepped up, hisfoot dipped. Helet out astartled cry as hefel back, arms out, one hand
clawing for purchase on thewall, the other reaching for his brother. But Charlie had turned his back and
by the time he responded it wastoo late.

With pinwhedling arms, Lyle hit the pool and sank from sight. Charlie shouted and crouched to jump in
after him, but Jack reached out and grabbed his shoulder.

"Wat!"
Jack stared in mute shock at the crimson froth where Lyle had disappeared.

What the hell”? Even though the level continued itsrise, faster than ever now, the pool couldn't be more
than two feet deep. And wasit hisimagination or was the blood circulating faster too?

Seconds | ater Lyle broke the surface, splashing and gasping, his head and face coated with blood.

"Praise God!" Charlie cried. He gripped the rickety railing with one hand and leaned out over the pooal,
reaching with his other. " Get up here!”

But Lyle continued to splash about, trying to shake the blood out of his eyes as the flow pulled him away
fromthedairs.

"Lylel" Jack called. "Stand up!"
"Can't! Floor'sgone! No bottom!”

"Jack!" Giasaid. "Thelittle girl—I don't see her arm anymore! Shel'sgone!™



The blood was |apping at the fourth step now. The flow had rotated Lyleto the far sde of the cdllar, and
as Jack watched he saw an eddying depression begin to form in the center of the blood. The velocity of
the rotation accelerated.

"A whirlpool!" Charlie shouted. He leaned further out over the blood, stretching hisarms, reaching
toward hisbrother. "Lyle! Grab hold when you come ‘round!”

A bottomlesswhirlpool of blood, Jack thought. Turning counterclockwise. With the level rising instead of
faling. Inacdlar in Queens.

Not the weirdest sght he'd ever seen, not by along shot, but he knew of only one thing that could be
behind something likethis,

Hed ded with that later. Right now he had to get Lyle out of that pool and Giaout of this house.
He gripped Charlies arm as Lyle started to float toward them. "I've got you. Grab him as he comes by."

But as Lylerotated their way, the sucking center of the whirlpool pulled him closer to it and further from
thewalls. Hetried to swim toward Charlie's outstretched hand; Jack could see the desperationin his
blood-soaked features as he reached for it, heard his cry of dismay as hisfingersfel short by inchesand
he swirled away.

"Swim!" Charlie shouted. "Swvim toward thewallsl"

Jack could see Lyle struggling in the thick fluid, doing a crude dog-paddle. He was alousy svimmer.
"Can't!" he gasped. "Current'stoo strong!"

"We need rope!" Jack told Charlie. "Got any?"

"Rope?' Charlie's panic seemed to ease as he concentrated on the question. "No... weve got string
mt_ll

"Never mind," Jack said. The solution had been right in hishand. He turned to Gia. "'l need you to go
back up to the kitchen for aminute.”

"I'm not leaving—"

"Just stand in the doorway. Please. | need you out of the stairwell to do this. Hurry. We may not get
another shot.”

She turned and padded back to the top step and turned, watching him with frightened eyes. Jack
followed her afew steps, then grabbed the railing with both hands.

"Charlie—help merip thisout of thewal."
Charlie frowned, then brightened. "Right!"

Ten seconds later Jack was easing toward the red pool with the ten-foot railing in his hands. The blood
had risen past the halfway mark on the walls and was moving faster. Lyle had rounded the far sde of the
whirlpool and was coming their way again, but now he was even closer to the black-hole center.

"Quick!" Jack said to Charlie as he stepped onto a blood-covered step. His stomach clenched—it was
warm. "Grab my belt so | don't goin too."



"Oh, Jack, please be careful!” Giacalled from above.

With Charlie steadying him from behind, Jack gripped one end of the railing and thrust the other toward
Lyleashe swirled by. Thefar end struck the surface, splashing blood into Lyle'sface. He whipped his
arms about blindly, dapping his hands on the surface, grasping only air. Jack leaned farther out and felt a
tearing pain in hisright flank but kept trying to steady therailing againgt the current and push it closer to
Lyle. He hoped he hadn't popped his stitches.

And then one of Lyl€sflailing arms made contact. His fingers clutched the wood, then wrapped around
it.

"Youvegotit!" Jack sad, feding himsdf tilting toward the pool by the extrapull on therailing. Over his
shoulder he said to Charlie, "And | hope you've got me."

"Don't worry," Charlie said, then raised hisvoice. "Get both handson it, Lyle!"
Lyledid just that, and then Jack and Charlie began hauling himin.

But the pool didn't seem to want to give him up. The maglstrom turned faster and the level began to drop
as aloud sucking sound echoed from the center. It took al of Jack and Charli€'s combined strength to
hold onto the railing, but they werelosing thistug of war. Jack tried to put more of hisback into it but the
pain in his sde worsened. He shifted and that caused hisfeet to dip on the blood.

No! With the speed of that whirlpool now, if he went in too they'd both be lot.
Giacried, "Jack!"
He heard athumping behind him and then adim arm wrapped around his neck, pulling him back.

With Giahanging on asbdlast, Jack and Charlie were able to pull Lyle clese enough so he could grab
Charlie's hand. Jack tossed therailing into the pool and helped Charlie drag Lyle out. As hisbrother lay
gasping and retching on the steps, Charlie placed his hands on him and bent his head. He seemed to be

praying.

Jack dumped back againgt Gia. "Thanks."

She kissed him on the ear and whispered, "Y ou saved him."

"And you saved me."

As Jack watched the level of the blood fall, he noticed something.

"Look a thewdls" hesaid. "They'redry... and no gains."

"Not quite," Giasaid, pointing over Jack's shoulder. "What about those?"

Jack saw them too. Halfway up the pecan pandling... oddly shaped blotches, evenly spaced around the
room. They reminded him of—

"Crossed!” Charlie cried. "Praise God, my prayers have been answered! He's driven the evil from this
housal"

Jack wasn't so sure about that.

He watched the current dlow and stop as the sucking center of the mael strom stretched and lengthened



into aline. An orange concrete floor dowly appeared as the blood rushed down through the large crack
inits center.

"I'll be damned,” Jack said. "It split the floor wide open.”

"No," Charliesaid. "That already there. It cracked in the Friday night quake.”

Jack saw Lyle uncoil his blood-soaked body from its exhausted dump into a Sitting position.
"Thefloor wasn't there a couple of minutes ago. | swear, the floor was gone when | wasin there.”
"We bdieveyou," Jack said.

The remaining blood seemed to evaporate, leaving the concrete dry and unstained.

Lyle moved down a couple of steps and poked the toe of his shoe against the orange floor. Apparently
satisfied with its solidity, he stepped onto the concrete and walked around in atight circle that did not
crossthelarge crack.

"What happened here?' he said to no onein particular. "Why? What doesit mean?"

Jack thought he had an answer, one he didn't like. If he wasright, he wanted Giafar, far away from here.
"WEell try to figureit out later, Lyle," he said, then turned to Gia. "L et's get out of here."

"No, wait,” Giasaid, risng and moving past him down the sairs. "'| want to see those crosses.”

"Gig, please. Thisisn't ahedlthy place, if you know what | mean.”

Shegave him one of her smiles. "I know what you mean, but thisinvolves me."

"No, it doesn't. It—"

"Yes, itdoes" Lylesad.

Jack gave him ahard look. "Would you mind staying out of this, Lyle?"

"l can't. I'minit up to my neck. And Giasin it too. She'sthe only onewho's seen the little girl. Doesn't
that say something?'

"It says she should get the hdll out of here.”
Gia stepped out onto thefloor. "1 just want to look at these crosses, okay?"

"No," Jack muttered, risng and following her. "Not okay. But | don't seem to have much say in the
meatter."

Jack joined her where she'd stopped before one of the glistening red cross-shaped stains on the cheap
panding. The upright part ran about two inches wide and maybe ten inches high; the eight-inch
crosspiece flared upward at each end and was set high, amost at the top of the upright. Jack counted
eleven of them ringing the cellar wall, maybe six feet gpart and about five feet off the floor.

"What astrange kind of cross," Giasaid. "And they're the only thingsin the room still wet."

"Not theonly thing," Lyle said. His clothes and dreads were still drenched in thick red blood. "I've got to
go change and take a shower." He started to turn away, then swiveled back to them. "That'sknown asa



tau cross, by theway. Named becauseit lookslike the T in the Greek aphabet; it'salso the last letter in
the Hebrew dphabet.”

Jack stared at him. How did he know al this stuff?

"Tau..." Charliesad. "l remember reading in the prophet Ezekid how the faithful of God would al be
sgned on the forehead with the letter tau™ He looked around, nodding. "Y es, this definitely shows that
we were saved by the hand of the Lord.”

Jack took acloser look. "But the cross piece doesn't quite makeit al the way up." Each showed alittle
nubbin of the upright on top. "Not quiteacapital T."

Asif on cue, all the bloody crosses faded away.

"Look!" Lyle cried, holding out hisarms. His clothes were clean and dry, and not atrace of red on his
skinor hair. "Theblood! It'sgone! Asif it never happened!”

"Oh, it happened,” Jack said, pointing to the banister railing on the floor. "And now it'stimeto go."

"No, you cant," Lyle said. "We need to talk about this. Everything that's been happening here sincethe
earthquake—"

""Everything?" Jack said. ™Y ou mean therés more?"
"Yes. Lotsmore. And | believeit'sal connected to Gia. Maybe even the earthquake.”

Jack glanced at Giaand saw her startled look. He turned back to Lyle. "L ook, | know you just had a
bad experience, so—"

"Ligento me It'sal starting to fal into place. Weve been living here dmost ayear now and in dl that
time weve experienced not one strange thing." He looked at hisbrother. "Am | right, Charlie?

Charlie nodded. "True that. But Snce Friday night it been one thing top another.”

"Right. All the weirdness started Friday night when Giastepped into this house. The instant she crossed
the threshold we had an earthquake, for Christ sakel”

"| crossed with her. We entered together, if you remember. Maybeit's me.”
Jack knew it was him, but didn't want to go into that now. He wanted Giaout of here.

"But you're not the one who's seen the little girl. On any other day in my lifel'd say Giasarriva with the
earthquake was pure coincidence, but not today. Not after what | just went through. And she's the only
onewho'sseenthislittlegirl. I'mtelling you, | fed it inmy gut: that child is connected to what's been going
on, and Gia's connected to the child. | want to know how."

"Sodol," Giasad. "l mean, that is, if it'strue. Because | saw ahand sticking out of that pool. It was
right in front of you three but none of you could seeit. So either I'm crazy or I'm connected. Either way, |
want some answerstoo.”

"Okay, fine" Jack said. He knew Lyle waswrong, but could see from the way this conversation was
going that he wasn't going to get Giahome any time soon. "Weéll discussit. But not here. | don't think this
house is a hedlthy place for Gia. There's got to be arestaurant or someplace where we can get abooth
and hash thisout.”



Charlie turned to Lyle. "How about Hasan's up on Ditmars?"

Lyle nodded. "That'll do. On a Tuesday night we can have our pick of the tables. But first | want to teke
ashower."

"Why?" Jack said. "Y ou look perfectly clean.”
"Maybe, but | don't feel clean. Y ou three go ahead. It'saeasy walk. I'll catch up with you."

Jack nodded absently. Lyle's theory was beginning to bother him. Could Giahave been thetrigger? The
possibility, remote asit was, shot agout of acid from hisgut into his chest.
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Hasan's turned out to be asmall Middle Eastern cafe and restaurant. The orange awning over the natural
wooden front sported English and Arabic. The wallsinsde were white stucco, trimmed with red and
green stripes. A widescreen TV was tuned to some Arab CNN-wannabe channel.

The owners, asmiling middle-aged couple with thick accents, greeted Charlie with the deference earned
by aregular customer. The place was only aquarter full and, as Lyle had said, they had the pick of the
tables. At Jack's nudging—nhe didn't want anyone eavesdropping—Charlie chose onein arear corner. It
had amarble top and chairs with woven straw backs.

Jack went into the men'sroom and took off his shirt. He checked his bandage and found blood starting
to seep through. The wound ached but didn't seem too much worse, given how held mistreated it. He
dipped back into his shirt and packed a couple of paper towels over the bandage.

Lylearrived afew minuteslater, his dreads till wet from his shower. The waitress had brought a Diet
Peps for Charlie, aSpritefor Gia, and a couple of Killian'sfor Jack and Lyle.

"I suppose | should tell you about the Otherness,” Jack said.
Giafrowned. "Do you think you should go into that?"

"Widll, it should explain why | think if anyone triggered the strangenessin that house, it was me instead of
you."

Somewherein the back of his head he heard avoice muitter, 1t's always about you, isn't it. Not true.
Most times he didn't want it to be about him, but thistime he did. Because he refused to accept Lyl€'s
aternative that Gia had triggered the manifestations. Or maybe he was afraid to accept it. He didn't want
Giainvolved.

"I know, but it sounds s0..." She rubbed ahand over her face. "What am | thinking? | was going to say it
sounds so far out. But after today..."

"Right," Lyle said. "After today you're going to have to go someto betoo far out for us. | think we |eft
far out' in the dust. Or rather, the blood."

Jack found Charlie staring at him. "Y ou said 'Otherness? What that mean?”

Jack noticed that the eventsin the cellar seemed to have scared some of the hip-hop out of the younger
Kenton.

The waitress came with the menus.



"Why don't we order, then talk," Jack said.
Gialooked at him. ™Y ou can't be hungry after that.”
"I'madwayshungry.”

The menu was bilingua—English on the left, Arabic on the right. Throughout the word vegetable was
gpelled "ve-gitible" Hasan's offered salad, fdafel, hummus, tahini, baba ganoush, fatoush, |ebneh, fried
cdamari, tgin eggplant, and tgin calamari.

Tgin... wasthat like Cgun?

Lots of kababs—lamb, veal, chicken, and kofta, whatever that was.

Jack nudged Gia. "What are you going to have?'

"I'll have alittle hummus and apita. That'sabout al | can ssomach right now. How about you?!
"I'm thinking about the specid .

Gialooked and gasped. "Tongue with testicles? Jack, don't you dare!™

"Y ou know | dwaysliketo try new—"

"Dont. You. Dare."

"Okay. Just for you, my dear, | will forego that epicurean ddight.” Hed had no intention of dining on a
dish that sounded like asex act anyway. "I guess|'ll just settle for alamb kabab."

Oncether orderswerein, Jack leaned over thetable.

"Let me Sart at the beginning. It may take aminute or two, but alittle patience will pay off. It began last
summer when a crazy Hindu sailed aboatload of creatures called rakoshi to the West Side docks. They
were big and vicious and they threatened someone | care very much about.” He glanced at Giaand their
eyes met. They'd come so closeto losing Vicky, and Jack himself had barely survived. "But they could
bekilled, and | killed them."

Not al of them. One still survived, but Jack decided not to go into that.

"| thought that was that. It was the strangest occurrence of my life until then, but | put it behind me and
moved on. But then, last spring, | learned that the origin of those creatures was not exactly earthly.”

Lylesad, "Were not heading for UFQville, are we?!

"No. Thisisweirder. While looking for amissng wife fell in with some strange people who told me that
the rakoshi had been ‘fashioned—that was the word—of everything bad in humans. Something took
human lust and greed and hate and viciousness and didtilled it into these crestures without any leavening
factors. They were human evil to the Nth."

"Youtakin' demons," Charliesad.
"They'd fit the description, | guess.”
"And the 'something' you said did this. Y ou talkin' Satan”?”

"No. | wastoldit's called the Otherness.”



"Could be just another name for Satan.”

"I don't think so. Satan's a pretty easy concept to grasp. He was thrown out of heaven because of his
pride and now he spends histime luring souls away from God and stashing them in hdll where they suffer
for eternity. That about right?"

"Well, yesh," Charlie ssid. "But—"

"Fine, then." Jack didn't want to get Sdetracked here. "But I've had the Otherness explained to me a
coupleof timesand | ill don't have ahandle on it. Apparently two vast, unimaginably complex cosmic
forces have been a war forever. The prizein thiswar isal existence—thisworld, other redlities, other
dimengions, everything isat stake. Before you start feding important, | wastold that our corner of redlity
isjust atiny piece of that whole, and of no specia importance. But if one Sde's going to be the winner,
it'sgot to take dl the marbles. Even our little backwater."

"Donttel me" Lyle said, histone bordering on disdain. "One of these forcesis Good and oneis Eeeevil

"Not quite. That would make it easy. Theway | understand it, the Side that has our redlity inits pocket is
not good or evil, it'sjust there. The most we can expect from it is benign neglect.”

"Thou shat not have fase gods beforeme,' " Charlie intoned.

"It'snot agod. It'saforce, agate of being, a..." Jack spread hishandsin frugtration. "I don't know if we
can grasp anything that vast and dien.”

"Doesit haveaname?' Lylesad.

Jack shook hishead. "No. I've heard someone refer to it asthe Ally, but that's not quite right. It will only
act on our behdf to keep usin its possession. Other than that it doesn't give adamn about us.”

"And the Othernessis... what?' Lyle said. "The other Sde?"

"Right. And it doesn't have aname either, but people who seem to know about these things cal it the
Otherness because it represents everything not us. Itsrules are different than ours. It wants to convert our
form of redlity to its own, onethat'll betoxic for us—physicaly and spiritudly.”

"That Satan, | tell you!" Charlie cried. Lylerolled hiseyes. Charlie caught it and pointed to Jack. "He just
nailed Satan dead on, bro, and you know it. Why don't you stop frontin' and cop to it?"

To head off alooming argument, Jack said, “"Well, the Otherness could have been theinspiration for the
idea of Satan. I've heard it described as vampiric, and it soundsto me asif itsidea of redity would create
ahell on earth. So maybe..."

"But what does dl this have to do with thisafternoon?’ Lyle said.

"I'm getting to that. Thispast spring | learned the hard way that the e ementsin the Otherness responsible
for creating the rakoshi wanted my head for killing them. They missed me but afew peopleand a
good-s ze house vanished from the face of the earth.”

"Ay, yo, | remember readin’ 'bout that," Charlie said. " Someplace out on Long Idand, right?"
Jack nodded. "A little town called Monroe."

"Right!" Lylesaid. "I remember trying to think up away to take credit for it, or at least come up with a



way-out explanation that would buy me some PR. But about half adozen mediumsin the city best meto
it." Helooked at Jack. "Y ou're tdling me that was you?"

"I didn't cause it," Jack said. "I just happened to be on the scene. And | wasn't the only one there. Both
sdeswere represented. On the Otherness team was aguy calling himself S Roma. Not hisredl
name—hed stolen it. He seemed pretty tuned in to the Otherness, like he wasits main agent here. His
name has popped up a couple of times since then, once | think as an anagram.”

"Ananagram?' Lylesad. "That'sinteresting. Means theré's agood chance hisreal nameishiddenin
those letters. I've read that ancient wizards used to operate under aliasesfor fear that someone who
knew their True Name could have power over them.”

"| think thisguy'sjust playing games. But if | ever learn his True Name, I'm going to find him and...." Jack
stopped himsdlf. "Never mind.”

Charliesaid, "Y ou gotta persona beef with this Roma?*
The thought of Kate made the old pain new. "Y ou could say that.”

Jack glanced at Gia. She smiled her sympathy and took his hand under the table. They'd talked alot
about thisin the past month or so. Gia believed. She'd seen the rakashi, so she'd been well down the
road to acceptance when held explained al thisto her. But even after what they'd seen today, the Kenton
brothers probably thought he was nuts.

Hetook a breath. "But back to the big hole in Monroe: S Romaand some nasty sort of pet of hiswere
there for the Otherness; the anti-Otherness side was represented by a couple of guyswho looked like
twins. | was caught in the middle, and the twins were ready to sacrifice me for their purposes—which
showed me firsthand how unbenign this so-caled Ally power is. Things got kind of complicated, but the
upshot is, | walked away and thetwinsdidn't."

"You know," Lylesaid, "thisisdl redly fascinating, but what'sit got to do with our house?"

"I'm getting to that. I've since learned—or &t least | was told—that 1've been drafted into the service of
the anti-Otherness.”

"Drafted?' Lyle said. "Y ou mean you don't have any say about that?'

"Not athing, apparently. My guessisthat because I'm somewhat responsible for the demise of the twins,
I'm supposed to replace them. But if the Great Whatever that drafted me thinks I'm going to go trotting
about putting out Otherness-started fires, it better think again. | don't know about my predecessors, but
I'vegot alife”

"What you mean, 'Otherness-darted fires?' Charlie said.

"Not sure, but I've got an ideathat most of the strange things that happen in this world—what people like
to call paranormd or supernatura—are redlly manifestations of the Otherness. Anything that terrifies,
confounds, and confuses us, anything that brings out the worst in us makesit stronger.”

Charlie banged hisfist on thetable. "Y ou talking 'bout Satan, dawg! The Father of Lies, the Sower of
Discord!"

"Maybel am," Jack said, wanting to avoid atheological argument. "And maybe I'm not quite so sure of
as many thingsas| used to be. But I'm pretty sure that I'm tagged as anti-Otherness, and because of
that, I'm the one who triggered everything that's been going on in your house."



Jack looked around the table and found Lyle staring a him. "Y ou're telling me you triggered that
earthquake?'

"Either that, or it'sdl pure coincidence. And I've been told no more coincidencesin my life."

Lyl€'s eyeswidened. "No more coincidences. .. that means your life's being manipulated. Now that's

"Tell meabout it." Jack's gut crawled every time he thought about it. He looked a Gia. " So can you see
now why | don't want Gia near that house?"

"Oh, yes," Lyle sad, nodding. "Assuming what you've told usistrue—and so far you haven't struck me
as schizo—then yes, definitely. And as much as| hate to say it—because I've dways thought they were
such alame joke—we seem to be dedling with a bonafide ghost Would something like that be related to
this Otherness of yours?'

Jack felt himsdlf brigtling. "First off, the Othernessisn't mine. | did not come up with theides, it was
pushed on me, and 1'd be amuch happier man if 1'd never heard of it. Second, no one's handed mea
book or amanua and said, 'Here, read thisand you'll know what you're dedling with." I'm piecing this
together as1 godong.”

"Okay. | misspoke. I'll rephrase: Why should we think this ghost is related to the Otherness?

"Maybeit's not. But then again, maybe al the violent desthsin Menelaus Manor somehow created a
focus of Otherness. Maybe that focus was concentrated in the fault line beneath the house. When |
crossed thethreshold | hit atrip wireand. .. boom."

Lyle shook hisheed. "1 ill think that little girl's connected to Gia." He turned to her. "Did shelook at all
familiar to you?'

Giashook her head. "Not abit. If sheisaghogt..." She shook her head. "I've never believed in ghosts
either, but what else can you call her? If sheisone, | think she may have died in the sixties. She looked
dressed to ride ahorse, so her clothes don't date her, but she kept singing asong—"

"'l Think Werre AloneNow'?' Lylesaid.

"Yes! You heard it too?'

"Yesterday. But | didn't see her.”

"Well, it'sasgxties song—laesixties, | think."

"Nineteen sixty-seven, to be exact,” Jack said. "Tommy James and the Shondells on the Roul ette [abdl .
Lyleand Charlie stared a him in surprise. Giawore awry smile; she was used to this.

Jack shrugged and tapped the Side of hishead. ""Chock full of uselessinformation.”

"Not so usdessthistime," Giasaid. "It gives us an idea of when she might have been killed."

"Killed?' Charlie said. "Y ou think someone killed her?!

Giasfacetwisted. "Y ou didn't see her. Her chest had been cut open.” She swallowed. "Her heart was
gone.”



"That could be symbolic,” Jack said, giving her hand a squeeze.

Hewished to hdl Giahad never come within miles of Mendaus Manor. Thiswas dl Junie Moon'sfault.
And hisfor agreeing to drive Junie to her medium. If they'd stayed at that damn party ...

"After al the blood wejust saw?' Lyle said. "If that's symbolism, it'sway overboard.”
"Tell them about Sunday night,” Charlie said.

Lyle looked uncomfortable as he told them about the shape in the shower, the blood-red water flowing
into thedrain.

A red Psycho moment, Jack thought.
He described the writing on the mirror before something shattered it. Then...

"I'd seen blood on Charlie's chest on Friday and Saturday nights. Maybe seen isn't the right word. Had
visons? Hadlucinated? But Sunday night was different. | was the one with blood down my front then, and
when 1 pulled up my shirt it looked like my chest had been cut open. |..." Lylelooked at his brother.
"We both could see my heart beating through the hole.”

"Dear God," Giawhispered.

"It lasted only asecond, but if whatever's there thought that would scare us off, it waswrong. Seep's
been pretty hard to come by since then, but we're staying. Right, bro?"

Charlie nodded, but Jack didn't pick up atruckload of enthusiasm there.

"Y ou think that'swhat it'strying to do?" Jack said. "Scare you off?"

"What else? It's sure not trying to make friends. And it doesn't seem to want to hurt us—"
Jack had to laugh. ™Y ou damn near drowned |ess than an hour ago!”

"But | didn't. Maybe | wasn't supposed to. Let'sfaceit, if it wanted to kill me, it had its chance Sunday
night. It could've smashed my head instead of my bathroom mirror."

"That'sapoint,” Jack said. "But maybe you're not the oneit'sinterested in. And the question remains:
Why now?Y ou've been in that house for dmost ayear, you said. Why should thisthing wait for my
arriva on Friday night to sart manifesting hersdf?"

"Not just your arrivd,” Lylesaid. "Giastoo."

Jack looked at him. ™Y ou're just not gonna drop that bone, are you?"
Lyleshrugged. "I can't hdpit. | ill think it's connected to Gia"

"Can we stop with the 'it' business?’ Giasaid. " It isa'she’ A littlegirl.”

"But do we know that for sure?’ Lyle said. "Maybe it can take on any form it wants. Maybe it's chosen
tolook likealittle girl because it knowsthat'swhat'll get to you."

Giablinked. Jack could tell she hadn't considered that possibility. Neither had he. Uneasiness crawled
through his gut. Maybe Giawasinvolved &fter dl.

After aheartbeat's pause, Gia shook her head. "I don't buy that. | think she'slimited in what she can do



and she'strying to tell us something.”
"What?'

"That back in 1967 or thereabouts alittle girl was murdered in your house and she's buried in the
basement.”

Slence at the table, everyone staring at Gia

She stared back. "What? Look at what we've got." Sheticked off her pointson her fingers. "A little girl
with aholein her chet, singing asong from 1967, leaving atrail of blood to abasement full of blood,
that drains away through aholein the floor. Open your eyes, guys. It'sdl right there, staring you in the
face"

Lyle gave adow nod. He glanced at Charlie. " think we need to learn more about our house.”
"How we do that?' Charliesaid.

"How about that old Greek who sold us the place? | didn't pay much attention at the time, but didn't he
go on about how every time the house has changed hands, he's been involved? What was his name? |
remember it wasared mouthful "

Charlie grinned. "Kongantin Kristadoulou. Can't forget no mouthful likethat.”

"Right! Firgt thing tomorrow I'm going to call Mr. Kristadoulou and set up ameeting. Maybe he can shed
somelight on our ghogt.”

"Include mein that meeting,” Jack told him. "I've got astake in thistoo.”
More than you can imagine.

"Will do," Lylesad.

Gialeaned forward. "But what about tonight? Where are you degping?’
"Inmy bed."

She shook her head. "Aren't you...?"

"Scared?' He smiled and shrugged. "A little. But | figureit must be—"

"All right, she must betrying to tell us something. Maybe she wants usto do something, then shelll go
away. How can | find out what that isif I'm not there?"

Sounded logica enough to Jack, but he thought he spotted something in Lyl€'s eyes as he spoke.
Working on another agenda, perhaps? Jack wondered what it could be.

He'd worry about that later. Right now hisfirst imperative was to escort Gia back to Manhattan and
convince her to stay there. Bad enough to fed that the Otherness had painted a bull's-eye on his back;
the possibility that Giamight be targeted too dragged acoil of concertinawire through his gut.

Firg hissgter, then Giaand their unborn child... wasthat the plan? Crush his spirit—destroy everyone
he loved or mattered to him—before crushing him?



Listen to me. Sound like araving paranoiec.
Hey, everybody! I'm so important, there's a cosmic power out to get me and everybody close to me!
But... if he had indeed been drafted into the supposed shadow war, it might be true.

Jack felt the breath leak out of him. He had to find away to get himsdlf discharged, eveniif it was
dishonorable.

But firg-firg-first: place Giaout of harm'sway.
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"Likel told you before," Fred Strauss said, hisvoice hafway to awhisper. "Hesaghost, afucking
ghogt."

Eli Bdlittolay in hishospita bed and stared at the flickering polychromatic beacon of the TV screenin his
darkened hospita room.

"Who'saghost?' Adrian said.

Strauss st at the right foot of the bed, Adrian at the left. The big man had propeled himsdlf into the room
in hiswhedchair. Hisleft knee was braced and straight out before him. Evenin thedim light Eli could see
the pair of ugly purple siwelings on hisbare scalp. Hislong arms hung at his sdes, dmost touching the
floor.

"The guy who clobbered you and stabbed Eli," Strauss said, hiswords clipped with impatience. "Haven't
you been ligening?

Adrian's short-term memory hadn't quite recovered yet and he'd been having difficulty following Strausss
excusesfor coming up empty in hissearch for their attacker. Even Eli found his repested questions

annoying.

Adrian shook hishead. "I have no memory of it. | remember having dinner last night, and after that. .. it's
al ablank. If it weren't for my knee and this pounding headache, 1'd think you both were having me on."

Adrian had regained some of his recent memory—at least now he accepted that this was August instead
of July—but hed made this same statement at least haf adozen times since hisarriva. Eli wanted to
throw something a him.

I'm the one who's suffered the real damage! he wanted to shout. Y ou just got aknock on the head!

He clenched histeeth asanew gush of magmaerupted in hisgroin. Hisleft hand flailed about, found the
PCA button, and pressed it; he prayed he hadn't already used up this hour's morphine alotment.

What aday. An afternoon from hell. A nurse, athree-hundred-pound rhino in white named Horgan had
comein and inssted he get up and walk. Eli had refused but the woman would not take no for an
answer. She may have been black but she was aNazi at heart, leading him up and down the hal ashe
clungto hisralling IV pole, his catheter snaking between hisknees, hishdf-full blood-tinged urine bag
dangling from ahook on the pole for al to see. Agony enhanced by humiliation.

And then Dr. Sadiq had visited, telling him that he had to walk more, and how tomorrow they'd be
removing his catheter—Eli's buttocks clenched at the thought of Nurse Horgan dragging the tube out of
him, and that caused another eruption of pain. Dr. Sadiq said he anticipated discharging Eli tomorrow
morming.



Not soon enough asfar as Eli was concerned. Aslong as he could take this PCA unit with him.

"In other words," Eli said to Strauss as the morphine took effect, "once we trim away al your excess
verbiage, we are left with the smplefact that you'vefaled us

The detective spread hishands. "Hey, | can only do so much. It's not like you two've given me awhole
lot to work with."

It frightened Eli to know that his attacker was till unidentified.
He knows me, but | don't know him.

He could be in the hospita now, pretending to be visiting someone dse, but dl the while waiting for
Strauss and Adrian to leave so that he can comein and finish the job.

If only they had his name. The Circle could take it from there. With their connections they'd make short
work of him.

"Did you bring me his number?' Eli asked Strauss.

"Yeah." He fished apiece of paper out of his pocket "Got it here."
"Did it for me"

"You'rekidding. It can't be traced and he doesn't—"

"Did it now!"

Shrugging, Strauss punched the number into the beds de phone and handed Eli the receiver. After four
rings, Eli heard a disembodied voice say the client he'd called was not available. He handed the phone
back to Strauss.

"L eave the number on the nightstand.”
"Waste of time, | tell you. Guy doesn't keep his phone on.”
"I'll keep trying. Who knows? | may get lucky."

Eli wasn't sure exactly what held say, but the phone number was his only link to the man who'd violated
him.

"Hey," Strauss said, pointing tothe TV screen. "lan't that—?"

Eli shushed him and turned up the volume when he recognized the Vietnamese child's face. He missed the

introduction as the scene cut to a dark-skinned woman reporter on acrowded sidewalk, a scene
obvioudy shot earlier in the day.

Her name was Philippa Villaand she was doing man-on-the-street interviews about how, in the wake of
little Due Ngo's recent abduction, people thought child molesters should be treated.

Child molesterst Why did everyone assume that the child was going to be sexudly molested?

As each bloated visage from Manhattan's multihued lumpen proletariat flashed onto the screen to mouth
predictably bana comments about capital punishment being "too good for them,” Eli'sanger grew. These
ignoramuses knew nothing of the Circle's exalted purpose, and were casting them as perverted lowlifes.



They were being egged on by thisreporter, this Philippa Villa. The Circle had a powerful link within the
media. Eli would seeto it that thiswoman's career came to a screeching halt.

He was about to change the channd when the reporter's grinning face filled the screen.

"And if you think the folks we've just seen are tough, you should have heard one woman who did
not want to appear on camera. | wrote down what she said: "The guy who snatched that little boy
should be castrated—"

Eli gifled amoan as herdived the moment when the blade of his own knife diced into histenderest flesh.

"And after that he should have his hands cut off so he can never touch another child, and then his
legs cut off so he can never stalk another child—"

He saw Strauss lean back, asif trying to distance himsdlf physicaly aswell emotionaly fromthe TV.

"—and then his tongue ripped out so he can never coax another kid into his car, and his eyes put
out so that he can never even look at a child again—"

He saw Adrian wince and run atrembling hand over hisface.

"—I'd leave his nose so he can breathe in the stink of his rotten body." "

Eli felt the PCA button crack under histhumb. He hadn't realized he'd been pressing it so hard.
Forget the reporter. Eli now had somebody el se he would much rather ruin. If he could find her.
"Did you hear that?' he said to Adrian and Strauss. "Did you hear what that woman said about us?'
"Not us," Strauss said. " She knows nothing about The Circle. And besides—"

"But she thinks she does. She thinks she knows our intent. She knows nothing of our purposes and yet
fedsfree to mouth off in public and accuse us of being child molesters. Arewe going to stand for this?'

"| don't see that we have much choice," Strauss said.

"There are dways choices.”

"Redly? And what are they here?'

Strausss unruffled attitude irked Eli. "Find thisloudmouthed woman and teach her alesson.”
"| think you're overreacting, Eli," Strausssaid.

"Easy for you to say!" Eli hissed. He wanted to shout but was wary of raising hisvoice. "Y ou're not the
one with the stab wound or the concussion!"

"Finding thiswoman won't make you fed any better."
"Oh, itwill! | guaranteeyou, it will!"

Eli waswell aware that he was overreacting, but hed been hurt and he wasin pain, and Strauss had
given him no target for retribution, offered scant hope of providing onein the foreseesble future. Finding
and ruining thiswoman would provide amuch-needed outlet for his pent-up fury.

"How am | supposed to find her? She hasn't committed acrime.”



"Contact Gregson."
"Gregson'swith NBC. Thiswas on—"

"Gregson will know what to do." Eli felt hisanger bubbling over. Did he have to lead Strauss by the
hand? Did he have to do everything! "If you can't find our attacker's name, then get me thiswoman's
name! Do something, damnit!”
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Charlie closed hisBible. Tried to read 'bout the tau crossin Ezechiel 9:4 but it wasn't happening. The
words broke up into jumbles soon asthey hit hisbrain.

Maybeit wasthe music. Thejiggly beat of Point of Grace's "Begin With Me" was pumping through his
headphones. Righteous lyrics, but the high-gloss arrangement and funky vocas were digtracting tonight.
He popped them out of his portable CD player and dipped in " Spirit Of The Century” by the Blind Boys
Of Alabama. Astheir traditional harmonies soothed his head, he lay back on hisbed, closed hiseyes,
and prayed for peace.

But no peace tonight. He kept on seeing his brother splashing like adrowning cat in that pool of blood,
kept hearing Jack's voice telling 'bout the Otherness. ..

Wherewas Jesusin dl this? Why this happening?
Charliefigured it for atest. But of what?
My fath?

He knew hisfaith was strong. Powerful. So powerful he wondered how held got through his
pre-conversion years without it. It was like oxygen now. If someone stoleit from him, he knew sure heldd
diein minutes.

But what says I'm thetarget of thistest? Maybeit Lyle... atest of hisfaith in nothing.

For assurely as Charlie believed in the hedling love of Jesus, so Lyle bdieved in nothing beyond hisfive
senses. Maybe God was offering Lyle a chance to see how there was more to life than his senses, that
life extended beyond the body, that each human body was home to an eterna soul that was gonna be
judged whenits life on earth was done. Maybe this gonna be Lyl€'s chance to change, to accept Jesus as
his personal savior and see his name written in the Book of Life.

But... if thiswasthe work of God, why was He hiding His hand?
Because that the way He wishesit.
Don't go second guessin' the Lord, Charlie reminded himself.

But where did Jack and Giafit in? Pretty plain that neither of them were saved. Giahad faith in Jack, but
inwhat else?

And Jack? Heamystery. What held said the other night about value for vaue till hung with Charlie.
Truethat. The way things should be, but werent... especidly not in how he and Lyle had been earning
their daily bread.

Jack's outlook didn't seem to be as earthbound as Lyl€e's, but histalk of the Othernessand the Ally
power, of two cosmic forcesin eternal conflict... that had Charlie alittle shook. Wherewas God in dl



that? It didn't even give the God of the Holy Bible the props of being denied. Instead He got bypassed,
left and forgotten like an old tore by afreeway with no ramp.

And when Charlie had tried to point out that this" Otherness' was just another disguise for Satan, Jack
had flipped it 'round, hinting that maybe theidea of Satan had come from awareness of the Otherness.

Charlie rubbed his eyes. He still hadn't answered his question: Who was being tested?
He reopened hisBible. All the answers were here. Have faith and Jesus would guide him to them.

But asfor leaving Lyle and breaking up the team, that'd have to wait. Y eah, he promised Reverend
Sparks, but if God was gonnago testin' Charliesfaith, he couldn't very well turn his back and geese
outta here. And if God testing Lyle, then Charlie wanted to take his brother's back, help him to salvation
any way he could. That what brotherswas for.
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Lyle stuck hishead into Charliesroom and found himin hisusua position, lying on the bed, reading the
Bible with gospe playing through his headphones. He waved to catch his attention.

"I'm heading for bed," he said when Charlie took off the headphones.
"Kindaearly, yo?'
"Y eah, but there's nothing but that old stuff on the tube. Can't bring mysdlf to watch any more of that."

Charliehed up hisBible. "Gottaextraoneif you interested. Great comfort to me, and bro, you look like
adawg who could use some comfort.”

Lylewaved him off—not ungently. "Thanks, but | think I'll pass."

"Okay, but you gotta standing offer." Charlie sat up on the edge of hisbed. " Strange 'bout the TV. If we
think thisgirl dieinthe gxties, why'sit suck in the eighties?’

Lyle had been pondering that one too.

"I don't know," he said. "And at the moment I'm too tired to care.”" He yawned. "Y ou'll be ready to go
back to work tomorrow?"

Charlie stared a him. Y ou gonna be ready to give vauefor vaue?"

"What's this?'Y ou've switched from quoting scripture to quoting Jack?'

AsLyle gtarted to turn away, Charlie gripped hisarm and looked up a him, his eyes searching hisface.
"Has what gone down the past few days made you change your mind 'bout a power grester than you?'
Lyle glanced away. An old argument, this one, but now the parameters had changed.

"I'll admit I've encountered a number of phenomenafor which | have no rationd explanation." He saw
Charlies eyeslight and so he hurried on before he could speak. "But that doesn't mean that no rationd
explanation exigs. It smply meansthat | haven't theinformation to explain them.”

Charligsfacefdl. "Ain't you ever givin' in?'

"Surrender to irrationdity? Never." He smiled, hoping to soften the impact of hiswords. "But it has made



me afraid of the dark. So | hope you don't mind if | leave abunch of lightson.”

"Go ahead,” Charlie said, readjusting his heedphones. He held up hisBible. "But thisisthe only light |

Lylewaved and turned away thinking how comforting it must be to believe that the answersto dl
questions could be found in asingle book.

Envying the peace that must bring, he waded down the hall through a sea of turmoil. Hed hidden the
uneasiness gnawing at the base of histhroat. His home had turned unpredictable, aminefield of dread
possibilities. The events of the day had left him jumpy and unsettled, but exhausted aswell. Y et theidea
of lying down and closing his eyes bordered on the unthinkable.

At leadt in this house. One night in amotel would do it—allow him asolid eight hours of deep so he
could return in the morning refreshed and ready for anything.

But he was not leaving hishome.

Lyleglanced at hisaarm clock as he entered his bedroom. It read 3:22. Still running backward. Thered
time was somewhere around 10:30. Lyle redlized he was more than exhausted. He didn't fed well. He
hoped the blood in that pool hadn't been contaminated... blood carried al sorts of diseases these days.
But then, it hadn't been real blood, had it. Some sort of psychic or ectoplasmic blood...

Listento me, Lylethought. | sound like I've been ligening to my own jive-assline so long I'm gtarting to
bdieveit.

But thered been nothing jive ass about what happened this afternoon. That had been thefurilla, as
Charlieliked to say.

He rubbed his skin. HEd taken another shower when they'd got home after dinner, and il didn't fed as
if he'd washed off the taint of hisblood bath. It seemed asif it had seeped into his skin—no, through his
skin and into his bloodstream. He felt changed somehow.

The past few days had changed his perspective. Any brightness only served to make the shadows look
deeper. So you stepped around them. Trouble was, there seemed to be lots more shadows, so you did a
lot more stepping around. Let that get out of hand and pretty soon you spent your whole day stepping
around shadows.

Being in aspot where you feared you had only a couple of minutesto live had to change you some. Lyle
had been sure he was going to drown in that blood this afternoon. But he hadn't, and held emerged from
that crimson baptism with anew appreciation for hislife, and a determination to make the most of
everything he had.

And what he had at the moment was aghost.

Pretty ironic when he thought about it: A devout skeptic who earns hisdaily bread by faking the existence
of ghosts winds up owning a haunted house. The stuff movies of the week were made of.

But the fact was held chosen this house because of its morbid history, so if any place had a
better-than-average chance of being haunted, it was Mendaus Manor.

$0... how do we make the most of the situation? If this ghost isalemon, how do we, asthe cliche goes,
make lemonade?



The obvious answer had struck Lylein the restaurant. If these manifestations were truly the doings of the
ghost of achild who had been murdered and buried in the house, and if shewastrying to tell them
something that would bring her killer to justice, or wanted to show them her buria place so forensic
science could track down her killer, then she had awilling—no, an enthusiastic dly in Lyle Kenton.

Not merely because satisfying her needs offered agood chance that she'd go back to wherever she came
from and leave the house in peace. ..

... but think of the publicity!
If he could find the body. .. and if the body led the policeto her killer...
Psychic Ifasen Contacted by Spirit of Dead Child to Bring her Killer to Justice!

Not anews show or talk show in the world that wouldn't be begging him for an appearance. Hell, even
Oprah would want him. But heéld be picky, accepting only the most prestigious venues with the largest
viewership. Hed get abook dedl, detailing his exploits among the spirits.

And hisclientele! Everybody who was anybody would want to see him. He and Charlie would be et for
life. They'd charge ten—no, twenty-five K for aprivate Stting, and have those sitters limoslined up
around the block and backed up all the way acrossthe Triboro Bridge.

It would be like winning afifty-million-dollar lottery.

With that wonderful fantasy dancing in his head, he scood in the middle of his bedroom and softly called
out, "Hello? Anybody there?"

Not that he was expecting areply, but he had to try to break through this knot of tension winding about
him.

A chill rippled over hisskin. Wasit hisimagination or did the temperature just drop? He sensed that he
was no longer aonein the room. The degrees continued to fall. He might have welcomed it had he
known hisair conditioner was behind it. But the unit was off. And thiswas a different kind of coal...
clammy, seeping to the bone.

Something was responding to his questions. He spread hisarmsin a gesture of openness.
"If you've got something to say, I'm lis—"
A drawer in hisdresser dammed closed.

Lyle jumped and backed away. As he watched, another drawer did open, then dammed closed. Then
another, and another, faster and faster, harder and harder until Lyle feared they'd splinter and shatter.

Lyle caught movement to hisleft as Charlie, wide-eyed with his Bible clutched in both hands, edged into
the room; he saw hislips move but couldn't hear him over the cacophony.

Then, as suddenly asit began, it stopped.
"What wasthat dl about?" Charlie whispered into the echoing silence.
Lyle rubbed his bare arms againgt the pervading chill. "1 haven't—"

He stopped as he saw adark line appear in the dust on the dresser top. They could well afford acleaning
sarvice, but didn't like strangersin the house who might see something they shouldn't. So they did the



work themselves, but not nearly so often as needed.
Maybe that was going to turn out to be agood thing.

Lyle stepped closer and motioned Charlieto follow him. He pointed to the letters forming dowly in the
down of dust.

Where

"Look," hewhispered. "Just like on the mirror Sunday night."

iS

Charlie pointed to the growing string of |etters. " She can sing asong, why don't she talk?”
the

Good question, Lyle thought. He shook his head. He had no answer.

"Look likethe spirit writing wefake," Charlie said, "only athousand times better."

nice

"Becausethisisn't fake."

Spirit writing... al it took was afake thumb tip equipped with pencil lead, but now he was witnessing the
red thing.

The sentence ended with a question mark.

Whereisthe nicelady?

Lyle heard Charlie breathe, "Gia. Y ou wasright. They connected.”

"She went home," Lyle said in avoice that was perhaps too loud.

Why?

"Shedoesnt live here.”

Will she be back?

"I don't know. Do you want her to come back? I'm sure shell come if we ask her.”
Sheisnice

"Y eah, welike her too." He glanced at Charlie. "Who are you?'

Taa

Lylelet out abresth. She had afirst name. That was a tart, but he needed more.
"Tara what? Do you have alast name?'

Portman

TaraPortman... Lyle closed hiseyesand baled hisfists. Yed



"Why areyou here, Tara? What do you want?'

Mother

"Y ou want your mother?*

Lylewaited but no answer appeared. He felt the chill drain from the air, the tenson uncoil from the room.
"Tara?' hecdled. Then again, louder. "Tara"

"Shegone" Charliesad. "Don't you fed it?"

Lylenodded. Hedid. "Well, at least we know who sheis. Or was, rather."

Lyle closed his eyes and redlized he wasn't as tense as held been afew moments ago. He was no longer
deding with anameless, violent entity. Knowing the name of the being that had invaded their house made
her less threatening. She'd been someone, and something of that someone remained. He could dedl with
what remained.

He could help her. And she could help him.
"Right," Charlie said. "We got her name. Now what we do with it?"

"Firg thing we do isget hold of Giaand seeif the name Tara Portman means anything to her.”

15

"TaraPortman,” Giasaid, rolling the two names through her brain for maybe the dozenth time. "I've
known an occasiona Taraand a couple of Portmans, but can't for the life of me recdl a Tara Portman.”

They'd returned directly from the restaurant in Astoria—no stop at Menelaus Manor per Jack's

ing stence—and settled down for amovie. Giahad found Stepmom on one of the cable movie channels
and declared tonight her turn to pick. Jack grumbled and groaned, saying anything but Step-mom, but
findly gavein. Heturned out to be apoor loser, editoridizing with gagging and retching sounds at the
best parts.

He'd checked his messages before they headed for bed and found an urgent call from Lyle Kenton
who'd claimed that the ghost had told them her name.

Lyle had read off what the spirit had written and Jack had copied it down. Staring at the transcription
now gave her achill. A bodiless entity, the ghost of alittle dead girl, had mentioned her. She shuddered.

"Well, whoever or whatever itis," Jack said, "it thinksyou're nice. At least that'swhat it says."

Giawas Sitting at the kitchen table, the transcription before her. Jack stood beside her, leaning on the
table.

"Y ou don't think I'm nice?’ she said, looking up a him.

"I know you're nice. And you know my agenda. But we know nothing about thisthing's."
"Her nameisTara"

"Soit says.”

Giasghed. Jack could be so stubborn at times. " Are you going to be difficult about this?'



"If being protective of you trandates as difficult, then yes, I'm going to be very difficult about this. | do not
trugt thisthing.”

" She seems to want me to come back."

"Oh, no," hesaid. "That's not going to happen.”

"Oh, redly?'

Giaknew hewaslooking out for her, but still she bristled at being told what she could or couldn't do.

"Comeon, Gi. Don't belikethat. Thisisthe Otherness we're dedling with here. Responsible for the
rakoshi. Y ou haven't forgotten them, have you?'

"You know | haven't. But you don't know for sureit's the Otherness.”
"No, | don't," he admitted. "But | think the best course isto assume the worst until proven otherwise.”
Gialeaned back. "Tara Portman... how can wefind out about her?'

"Newspapers are the best bet," Jack said. "We can hit the Times or one of the other papers tomorrow
and search their archives. Start in '67 and work backwards and forwards."

"What about the Internet? We can do that right now."
"The Internet didn't exist back in '67."
"l know. But it can't hurt to try."

Gialed Jack to the townhouse's library where sheld set up the family computer. She and Vicky were
garting to use it more and more—Vicky for homework, Giafor reference fillsfor her paintings. She
fired it up, logged onto AOL, and did a Google search for Tara Portman. She got over ten thousand hits,
but after glancing at the first half dozen she knew thiswasn't going to give her what she needed.

"Try 'missing child, " Jack suggested.

Shetyped it in and groaned when the tally bar reported nearly amillion hits. But at the top of thelist she
noticed anumber of organizations devoted to finding missing children. A click on one of the linkstook
her to www.abductedchild.org.

She read the organization's mission statement as the rest of the welcome screen filled in, and was
dismayed to learn it had been founded in 1995.

"Thisisn't going to work. She's been gonetoo long.”
"Probably right." Jack said. "But ther€'s a search button over on the left there. Giveit ashot.”

Shedid. The next screen dlowed searches by region, by age and physical description, or by name. Gia
chosethelast. She entered "Portman” in thelast namefield, Tard in thefirgt, and hit enter. The screen
blanked, then a color photo began to take shape. Blurry at first, but increasingly sharper as more pixels
filledin.

Hair... Giafet her sdivabegin to vanish when she saw that the child was blond.

Eyes... her breath leaked away as blue eyes came into focus.



Nose... lips... chin...

With acry, Gia pushed back from the keyboard so hard and fast she might have tipped over if Jack
hadn't been behind her.

Jack caught her. "What's wrong?'

"That's..." Thewords clogged in her throat. Her tongue fdlt like clay. She pointed to the screen. "It's her!
That'sthe child | saw in the house!"

Jack knelt beside her, clutching her hand as he stared at the screen.
"Gia... redly? No doubt?"

Her voice was awhisper. "None. It's her."

Jack reached for the abandoned mouse and scrolled down the screen.
TARA ANN PORTMAN

Case Type: Nonfamily Abduction

DOB : Feb-17-1979

Height:54"-135cm

Weight: 60 |bs-28 kg

Eyes Blue

Hair: Blond

Parents: Joseph and Dorothy Portman

Circumstances : Tarawas last seen in the area of the Kensington Stablesin the Kensington section of
Brooklyn near Prospect Park after horseback riding.

Date Missng : Aug-16-1988
City of Report: Brooklyn
State of Report: NY

Country of Report: USA

The photo above is how Taralooked the year she was abducted. The photo below is age progressed to
age 18. Posted 1997

The age progression showed a strikingly beautiful teenager, a classic homecoming queen if Giahad ever
Seen one.

But Tara Portman never madeit to her prom. Giafelt her throat congtrict. She never even madeit to high
school.

"l don't likethis" Jack said. "Any of it."



Of course not. What was there to like? But Gia had never known Jack as one for obvious statements.
"What do you mean?"

"Abducted kids. Firgt | get involved with one, now you. It bothersme. Too..."

"Coincidenta ?"

"Right. And you remember what | wastold."

Gianodded. "No more coincidences.”

The mere possibility that such athing might be true sickened her.

"Y ou think Taraand Due might be connected?’

"I don't see how. | mean, there's such along span between, but then... no more coincidences.” He
shrugged. "L et's see what else we can dig up on her."

The page listed an email contact and three phone numbers: atoll-free for the Abducted Child network,
onefor theloca Brooklyn precinct, and one for the family.

"Abducted 1988," Jack said. "That doesn't fit with the Sixties song, but if that's the girl you saw, well
worry about the song later.”

"That'sher."

Giagtared at that nine-year-old face, wondering who could have a soul so dead that he'd want to do
harm to such beauty, such innocence?

"Look," Jack said, pointing to the screen. "Posted in 1997, when she was eighteen. Sheld been gone nine
years and the family was ill looking for her.”

"Or looking for closure." She looked at him. " Jack, we've got to do something.”

"'We?'Y ou and the baby are staying far away from Astoriaand that house, remember?!

"All right then, you—you or somebody ese hasgot to find her remainsand let her family bury her."
"I'll take care of it," he said. "Just promise meyou'll stay away from there.”

"Look at her, Jack. Look at that face. How could you believe that child could hurt anyone?!

"Something awful happened to ‘that child." Abducted and killed are bad enough, but who knows what
was done to her in the time between? She's not an innocent child anymore. She's not even human. And |
don't like that she appeared to you and no one else.”

"Look what shewrote for the Kentons: ‘Mother.' That's me. A mother of one and mother-to-be of
another. She wants her mother and | was the closest thing to onein that house.”

"Could be," Jack said dowly. "But | il don't likeit."
"Jack, if shewaslooking for her daddy she might have appeared to you."
"Why isn't shelooking for her daddy?"



"Maybe he'd dead, or her folks were divorced, or maybe she was raised by asingle mother.”
"Or maybe her daddy'sinvolved.”

Gia hated that thought but had to accept it as apossibility.

"None of that matters as much as finding her. We can let the police sort out the rest afterwards.”

"I'll handleit," Jack said. "I'll bein touch with Lyle tomorrow and see how far he wantsto take this.
Maybe| can talk him into tearing up hiscellar floor."

"And me?'

"Y ou work on your paintings and whatever else you usudly do on aWednesday."
"Yes, Poppa.”

He kissed her cheek. "Please, Gia. Stay safe and Stay put.”

Gianodded. "Okay."

But she couldn't take her eyes off the Portman family phone number at the bottom of the screen... a212
exchange... right herein Manhattan...

IN THE IN-BETWEEN

The being that was Tara Portman floats in the darkness between. She knows who she is, she
knows who she was, she knows why she is here, she knows who must die.

But after that death—another death in this place of death—what?
Return to nothingness?
No... there must be more. She wants, she needs more.

Knowledge of her old self has awakened memories of the barely blossoming promise of her life
before it was ended.

Knowing what she haslost... thisis agony.
Knowing all that she will never have, never be... thisis unbearable.

The being that was Tara Portman wants more.

WEDNESDAY

1

"It'scalled what?' Abe said, frowning down at the froth-filled cup Jack had just placed before him on the
counter.

"Chal," Jack said. "They told me at the coffee shopit'svery in."



"What isit?'

"Gd sadit'san Indian thing."”

"Indian asin the subcontinent?*

"Right. Told meit wasteawith milk, plus sugar and spice and everything nice."

All true. The woman ahead of him at the coffee shop this morning had ordered acha and he'd asked
about it. Hed figured what the hell, try anything once. Anything to give him abresk from thinking about
TaraPortman and Giaand Duc Ngo, and all the possible interconnections.

"l got you askinny."

Abesfrown deepened. "A skinny what?'

"It meansthey use skim milk instead of regular—'cause | know you're watching your waist."
Y eah, Jack thought. Watching it grow.

Abe continued to stare &t the cup. It seemed to have mesmerized him. "How do you spdll it?"
"C-H-A-L."

Abe shook hishead. "Y ou're pronouncing it al wrong." He repeated the word his own way, hardening
the"ch" to araspy sound that originated in the back of histhroat. "Like Chaim or Chaya or Chanukah.”

"Not according to the girl who sold it to me."
Abe shrugged. "Whatever. And | should be drinking thiswhy?"

"I read where it'sthe new fave drink of al the cool, contemporary, contemplative people. | decided |
want to be cool, contemporary, and contemplative.”

"For that you'll need more than adrink. What'sin the other bag you brought in? The one you put on the
floor?"

"Never mind that now." Jack lifted hiscup. "Let'sgiveit ago. Cha away."
Abe toasted with his. " Lochai ."

Jack took asip, swirled it across tongue, then looked around for a place to spit. Finding none, he
swalowed.

Abe's sour expression mirrored Jack's sentiments. "'Like an accident in aclove factory.”

Jack nodded as he recapped his cup. "Well, now that I'vetried chai, | cantell you that | fedl cool and
contemporary, but I'm aso contemplating why anyone would want to drink this Stuff.”

Abe handed his cup to Jack. "Seeif you can get arefund. Meanwhile, have you got in that second bag
what | hope?'

Jack retrieved the bag from the floor and produced two coffees. "Just in case the chal sucked.”

Jack took aquick sip to rinse the chai taste out of his mouth, then settled over the Pogt, flipping the
pagesin search of aparticular name.



"Have you seen any mention of Carl and Elizabeth Foster, or Madame Pomerol ?*
"The psychic lady?' Abe shook his head. "Neither of them made the newstoday.”

Jack closed his paper. "Didn't expect anything so soon.” He sipped his coffee, grateful for the familiar
flavor. ""Come up with any ideas on making me acitizen?'

"Nothing yet, but I'm thinking."
Hetold Abe hisidea about assuming a dead man'sidentity.

Abe shrugged. "Asaplanit'sgot posshilities, but God forbid along-lost sister should come looking.
What do you do then?"

"l improvise

"Not good. If that plan's going to work, you've got to find a dead man with no friends and no living
family."

"Tdl order.”
Very tal. Sotdl it was bringing Jack down.
Abelooked a him. "How do you fed about getting out?*

Jack shrugged. "Not sure. Maybeit'stime. I've been lucky. I've mined this vein for years without getting
myself killed or crippled. Maybe | should take this asasign to stop stretching my luck and cdl it quits.
I've had a good run, saved a decent amount of money. Maybeit'stime to kick back and enjoy the fruits
of my labors.

"Beforeforty?Y ou'll do what with your time?"

"Don't know yet. I'll think of something. Hey, need a stock boy?"

"oy

"No?Well then how about you, Abe? How do you fed about me getting out?"

Abe sighed. "With fatherhood looming, it'sagood thing. Overdue, even.”

The remark took Jack by surprise. Thiswasthelast thing he expected to hear from Abe.

"Why do you say that?'

"Becauseyou're melowing.”

Jack laughed. "That chal must be potent stuff. It's affecting your brain. Me? Mdlowing? Never."

"You are. Y ou think maybe I'm blind? I've watched it. A dow process, it's been, but it's happening. Ever
since you and Giagot back together. Almost ayear now, right?

"A year ago thismonth.”
"You see? I'mright. Before last summer you were alobster—a spiny lobster.”

"And what am | now? A softshdl crab?"



"Steitshl Let mefinish. Lobsterman Jack kept to his shell. With dl his spines sticking out, people kept
their distance. Nobody touched him. Such ahair trigger he had. Now..." Abe gave one of hismagjor
shrugs, palmsturned up, lips turned down. "Now, | should dare say, you've opened afew windowsin
your shell. You take alonger view. That'sthe result of the love of agood woman.”

Jack amiled. "She'sthat, dl right.”

"Until Gia, you never had anyone you cared about. Like adaredevil you were. Completely reckless.
Now, you've got someone you want to get back to, someone you know iswaiting for you. That changes
everything. Makes you more careful.”

"I've aways been careful. It's essentia in my business.”

"But you can betoo careful,” Abe said. "And that'swhy I'm glad you're getting out. Because having a
child will make you way too careful.”

"No such thing astoo careful .”

"Inyour field of work, thereis. | know you, Jack. Once that child isborn, it's going to be the center of
your world. You'l fed responsible for its welfare and well-being. Beyond responsible. Y ou'll obsess
about it. You'll want to be there for it, want to get home safe every night so it shouldn't have to grow up
without afather. That's going to push you past too-careful into cautious. Ultimately it's going to make you
hestant in afidd where an ingtant's hesitation can kill you. I'll miss Repairman Jack, but at least
Daddyman Jack will gtill be dliveto come around for breskfast, and maybe bring the little one with him."

"Y ou're overdating thisjus alittle bit, don't you think?"

Abe shook his head. "Unless you quit or drastically limit the types of jobs you take on—jobsthat will be
no fun for you—I don't see you surviving ayear after your baby isborn.”

Jack went slent, thinking about that. Didn't buy it, didn't believeit, but it shook him to know Abe did.
In the long run, though, what did it matter? He was getting out. He was going to become Citizen Jack.
Talk about a bowe -clenching thought.

Thislife hed been leading had had more than its share of hair-raising moments, and flying below the radar
twenty-four-seven could be exhaugting at times, and there were many days he wearied of looking over
his shoulder, but damn he loved getting up in the morning without knowing what the day would bring.

Going straight was going to be so strange.

But it would pay the dividend of alowing his child to be able to stand anyplace with anyone and point to
him and say, That's my dad.

2

The ride home hadn't been so bad, and getting in and out of the car had been bearable, but the steps. ..
even with Adrian helping him, negotiating the narrow staircase up to his gpartment above the store was

agony.
Finally he was able to ease himsdlf into arecliner, close his eyes, and catch his breath.

Good to be out of the hospital and free of al those tubes—although hisbdlly till quivered at the memory
of Nurse Horgan removing his catheter this morning. Good to be back in hishome which, in sharp



contrast to the cluttered store below, was furnished in aspare, minimadist style with bare walls, naked
hardwood floors, and light, spindly furniture. The recliner was ablatant anomaly; ahome needed at least
one comfortable chair.

"Here. Takethis"

Eli looked up and saw Adrian standing before him with aglass of water and two Percocetsin his huge
hands.

"Y ou're agood man, Adrian. Thank you. How isyour leg?’

Heflexed hisknee. "Much better. But the headaches areterrible. And | till can't remember Monday
night. | remember having dinner..."

"Yesyes," Eli sad, thinking, Pleaselet's not hear that again. "The doctor said you might never remember
what happened. Perhaps you should count yourself lucky you don't.”

"l don't fed lucky," Adrian said. He crossed hislong arms over his chest and hugged himsdlf. Eli
wondered if hishands touched in the back. "I fed scared.”

Odd to imagine that such a big man could be frightened. But Adrian wasn't athug. He had alaw degree
and assisted Judge Marcus Warren of the New Y ork State Supreme Court.

"Youreafrad thisman isgoing to attack us again?"

"I'm not afraid of that. Infact | dmost wish hewould.” Adrian baled hishandsinto giant fists. "I'd loveto
make him pay for what he did to me. No, I'm afraid that we won't get the Ceremony doneintime... you
know, before the equinox."”

"Wewill. I haven't missed one for two hundred and six years. I'm not about to start now."
"But whet if we don't?'

The possibility spilled acid through Eli's chest. " The consequences for you will be minimd. Y oulll merely
have to start anew cycle of Ceremonies.”

"But I've dready invested five years."

Aninitiate had to participate in an unbroken chain of twenty-nine annua cycles before the aging process
stopped and invulnerability was conferred. Once the chain was broken, the count went back to zero and
had to be started again.

"And that's dl you will lose—five years of Ceremonies. Nothing. For me, on the other hand, the
consequences will be catastirophic. All theills, dl theinjuries, dl the aging the Ceremony had shielded me
from for the last two centurieswill come crashing back at once.”

His dying would be long and dow and exquisitely painful. These stab wounds would seem mere
pinpricks.

"But after you're gone," Adrian said, "who will perform the Ceremony?*

Eli shook his head. He wanted to ask, Do you ever think of anyone but yourself? But he held histongue.
Adrian was no different from any of the othersin the Circle. No more sdlf-centered than mysdlf, Eli
supposed.



"Noone" Eli said, relishing the growing dismay in Adrian's expression. "Unless the one who attacked us
wishesto accept you asan initiate.”

Adrian frowned. "l don't understand.”
Eli sghed. They'd discussed thisdready, but Adrian's short-term memory still wasn't up to snuff.

"I believe the one who attacked usis an adept like myself who knows the Ceremony. That isthe only
way he could harm me."

"Yes," Adrian said. "Yes, | remember.”

"But | believe hisred purposeisto destroy my Circle. He hasa Circle of his own and does not want
competition.”

"Then | think | should stay here with you,” Adrian blurted. "Until you're well enough to protect yourself,
thatis”

Eli consdered theideaand liked it. He could certainly use some assistance for the next few days—he
could take care of his dressing changes himsdlf, but help with meds and running errands would be most
welcome.

No use gppearing too anxious, though. Adrian seemed scared half to death that something would happen
to him before the next Ceremony. Nothing wrong with making him swest alittle.

"I don't think so, Adrian,” he said. "I'm used to living aone. | don't think 1'd do well with constant

"I'll stay out of your way. | promise. Just et me stay through the weekend. I'm not going back to court
until next week. | can watch over things until then.”

Like apuppy dog. Or ahuge Great Madtiff, rather. Timeto throw him abone.
"Oh, very well. | suppose| could put up with it for afew days."

"Wonderful! I'll go home, pack afew things, and be back in an hour."

He turned and limped toward the door.

"Wait," Eli said. "Before you go, could you hand me the phone?"

"Of course. Expecting acal?'

"Freddy is supposed to cal when hel'sidentified that woman who was quoted on TV last night. | don't
want to missthat call." He smiled. "I do hope she's having anice day, because as soon as| learn her
name, her lifewill go in the shitter."

"l don't like Strauss," Adrian said. "He said things about you last night.”
"When?'

"As he was whedling me back to my room. He said he was beginning to wonder about you, whether
you'reredly asold asyou say you are.”

"Did he now?' Thiswasinteresting.



"He said he did some background on you years ago, and found you were born in the 1940s—I forget the
year—to apair of ltaian immigrants.”

"Y es, he confronted me with that early on, and | explained to him that it was afdseidentity. | searched
out and contacted a number of poor couples named Bellitto until | found a pair who agreed—for the
appropriate sum—to register my name as ahome birth. They're dead now and cannot back me up, so |
fear youll just haveto trust my word."

"Oh, | do," Adrian said. "Don't get me wrong, I'm just repesting what Strauss told me. He said he could
never prove oneway or the other whether you were as old as you say you are or just plain crazy—again,
hiswords, not mine. He told melast night that now that you've been wounded, he's starting to lean more
toward crazy.”

"Ishenow," Eli said. "How ungrateful. | believe | shdl have to have aword with Freddy.”
"Donttdl him I told you."
Eli stared at Adrian. For abright man he could be so naive at times.

"Why do you think he said any of thisto you? He knew you'd tell me. He wanted you to tell me. He's
having second thoughts and hopes | will ease his doubts. What he doesn't understand isthat | don't care
what he thinks. However, his police contacts are va uable to the Circle so | suppose | must confront him
and settlethis”

"Wait till you're feding better," Adrian said.

It was so much easier in the old days, Eli thought. | didn't need the Circle. Once ayear I'd smply find a
wayward child, perform the Ceremony, and go my way. But things have become so complicated these
days. With crime detection techniques what they are, one needs backup, connections, networks to safely
secure achild year after year.

He needed the Circle as much as the Circle needed him. But they needn't know that.

Eli loosed adrawn-out sigh and rubbed his eyes. "Maybe | should disband the Circle and go it done.
That was how | began... done."

Eli peeked through hisfingersto seeif hislittle speech had had the desired effect. Thelook of horror on
Adrian'sface confirmed that it had.

"No! Eli, you mustn't even think that! I'll talk to the others. Well—"

"No. | shdl handleit. I'll giveit one more chance. Now, you run off and get your thingswhile | make
somecdls”

After Adrian was gone, Eli leaned back in hisrecliner and closed hiseyes.

... he could never prove one way or the other whether you were as old as you say you are or just
plain crazy...

Sometimes, Eli admitted, | wonder about that myself.

He had memories of hisearly yearsin eighteenth-century Itay, his discovery of the Ceremony in astone
vault in Riomaggiore among the Cinque Terre long the Liguorian coast, and then the long trail of
hundreds of years and hundreds of sacrificed children, but they were vague, amost asif hed dreamed



them. He wished he could recall more detail.

What if Strauss's suspicionswere correct? What if he were no more than amurderous madman trying to
turn back the clock, who'd told his mad stories to himself and others so many times held cometo believe
them?

No! Eli dammed hisfist against the armrest of the recliner. What was he thinking? He wasn't mad or
deluded. It wasthe pain, the drugs...

... thewound...

Y es, the wound. Therelay the wellspring of his doubts. He shouldn't have been wounded at al. That was
the legacy of the Ceremony—ife and persona impregnability. It didn't make an adept invulnerable to
petty injuries like papercuts and such. But astab wound. .. the blade was supposed to glance off the
in.

Unlessit waswielded by another adept.

Uneasy, Eli took out the number Strauss had given him last night and tapped it into the phone. And just
likelast night, his attacker was "not available a thistime."

Eli broke the connection and smmered. He would put the number into speed dial and keep cdling. The
man had to turn his phone on sometime, and one of those times Eli would connect. And then they'd talk,
and Eli would learn about his attacker, induce him into adip of the tongue, and then held have him.

3

Lyle suppressed a yawn as he went through the preliminarieswith anew gtter. Not that he was bored
talking about his spirit guide—how could Ifasen fed anything but excitement about communing with his
ancient mentor Ogunfiditimi? Lyle was dead tired. He fdlt asif held spent the night completing an ironman
trithlon.

Tara Portman or whatever it was had rested easy last night after the spirit-writing display. No noises, no
blood, no breakage. Still deep had eluded Lyle. The mere expectation of noise, blood, or breakage had
turned his mattressinto abed of nails.

Charlie, on the other hand, looked fresh and fully rested thismorning. That Bible of his, no doubt.

But Lyle's malai se went beyond fatigue. He couldn't pin it down. Not so much amatter of feeling bad as
not feding right. Hefelt... changed. The world looked and felt different. Shadows seemed deeper, lights
brighter, sharper, the air fdt charged, asif something momentous was in the offing.

He shook it off. He had work to do.

With the Channeling Room repaired, they'd begun rescheduling sittings. Lyle had adjusted the day's
gppointmentsto leave room for the meeting with Kongtantin Kristadoulou. He'd called the old red estate
agent first thing this morning and set up ameeting at one o'clock. He'd left a message for Jack about the
time and place.

But that would be this afternoon. This was now, and Lyle wasn't happy with now. Melba Toomey wasa
far-from-ided gtter. Lyle blamed his distracted state for allowing her to dip past the screening process.
She would not be agood subject at any time, but especialy not asthe first of the day.

But sheld paid her money for a private sitting and now faced him across the table in her housedress and



flower-decked straw hat, dark eyes bright with expectation in her black face.

According to the information on her questionnaire, Mebawasffifty-three and cleaned houses for aliving.
Not at dl typica of Ifasen's clientele, and certainly not the socid class he was courting.

Lyle cringed a the thought of how long it must have taken her to save enough for a private Sitting. But
she'd said on her questionnaire that shed come to him because he was black—didn't say
African-American. Black.

Melba Toomey wanted to know if her husband Clarence was dive or dead; and if he was dead, she
wanted to speak to him.

Lyledid hisutmost to avoid the class of Sitter whose concerns deprived him of precious wiggle room.
Melbawas the worst of that class: Alive or dead... was there a more black-or-white, yes-or-no
propogition than that? It left him zero wiggle.

He'd have to do a cold reading on Clarence through Melbato try and get agrip on what kind of man
Clarence was s0 as to make aroughly educated guess on whether he might be alive or dead.

I'm going to be sweating for my daily bread thisround, he thought.

Lyle had placed two potato-sze stones on the table, telling her that they were from Ogunfiditimi's birth
place and, because Ogunfiditimi hadn't met her before, it enhanced first-time contact if she kept agood
grip on those stones. It aso kept her hands where Lyle could see them.

To st the mood—and kill sometime—L yle treated Me bato the histrionics, the table and chair tipping,
then settled down to business.

Lyle came out of his pseudo trance and stared & her, watching closely. Her feetureswere dightly fuzzy in
the dim red light from overhead, but clear enough to pick up what he needed. Body language, visua cues
inablink of the eyes, atwist of the mouth, atwitch of acheek... Lyle could read them like an old salt
reads the sea

Firg, sometry-ons. Sheld mentioned on her questionnaire that Clarence had been missing since June
second. He'd start there.

"I'm getting a sense of astate of absence... of separation since... why does early June keep popping into
my head?'

"The second of June!” Melbacried. "That'swhen | last saw Clarence! He went off to work in the
morning and never came home. | haven't seen or heard from him since." She worked a used tissue out of
her housedress pocket and dabbed her eyes. "Oh, Lord, you do have the gift, don't you."

Oh, yes, Lylethought. The gift of remembering what you've forgotten you've told me.

"Please kegp your hands on the stones, Melba," he reminded her. "It weakens contact when you remove
them.”

"Oh, sorry." She placed her hands back on the stones.
Good. Keep them there, he thought.

The last thing he wanted her to do was reach for her pocketbook. Because Charlie, covered head to toe
in black, should have crept out of his command center by now and be ready to grab it from where it sat



on the floor next to her chair.

"| told the police but | don't think they's doing much to find him. They don't seem the least bit interested.”
"They're very busy, Mdba," hetold her.

Her distress sent a shot of guilt through Lyle. He wasn't going to do any more for her than the cops.
Value for value...

He shook it off and formulated another try-on. Thefirst had been just an easy warm-up, to break theice
and gain asmidgen of her confidence. From hereit got alittle tougher.

Look at her: cleans houses, bargain-rack clothing; he couldn't see Clarence as a corporate exec. She
mentioned him going off to work asif it were aroutine thing. Good chance he had a steady blue-collar
job, maybe union.

Try-on number two...

"Why do | want to say heworked in atrade?"

"Hewasan dectrician!”

"A loyd union man."

Shefrowned. "No. Hewas never in aunion.”

Whoops, but easy enough to save. "But | get the feding he wanted to bein theunion.”

"Yesl How did you know! That poor man. He tried so many times but never qudified. He was aways
talking about how much more money he could be making if hewasin the union.”

Lyle nodded sagely. "Ah, that waswhat | was picking up.”

Let'ssee... blue-callar, frugtrated. .. maybe Clarence liked to knock back afew after work? And even if
he was a teetotaler or an ex-drinker, the temptation to drink offered aready fallback.

"I'm getting theimpression of adimly lit place, the smell of smoke, the clink of glassware. .."

"Leon's That awful place! He'd go there after work and come home reeking of beer. Sometimes he
wouldn't come hometill after midnight. We had such terrible fights over it."

Drunk... frustrated... gofor it, but keep it vague.
"I'm led to say that some harm was done?"'

Melbalooked away. "He never meant to hurt me. It'sjust that sometimes, when | got him red mad after
he came home late, held take aswing. He didn't mean nothin’ by it. But now that he'sgone..." She
sobbed and grabbed the tissue to dab at her eyes again. "I'd rather have him home late than not at all.”

"I'm losing contact!” Lyle said. "The hands! The stones. Please stay in contact with the stones.”
Melba grabbed them again. "I'm sorry. It'sjust—"

"| understand, but you must hold the stones.”



"Got her wallet here," said Charlie€svoicein hisearpiece. Obvioudy held madeit back to his command
center with the pocketbook. " Picture of her and some fat guy—I mean, | could be looking at the
Notorious B.I.G. here—but no kid pics."

Lylesad, "I'm looking for children but..."
Heleft ablank space, hoping shed fill it in. Aswith most Stters, she didn't disappoint.
"Wedidn't have any. Lord knowswetried but..." She sighed. "It never happened.”

"Not much else goin' down here,” Charliesaid. "Keys, a lipstick, hey—beat this: a harmonica. Bet it
ain't hers. Good shot it's her old man's. I'll get the bag back lickity."

Whilewaiting, Lyle made afew remarks about Clarence's weight problems to bolster further his psychic
credibility. The picture he'd formed of Clarence wasthat of afrustrated, money-squeezed, bad-tempered
drinker. An answer to adead-or-aive question on aguy like that had to lean toward dead. He might
have got himsdlf involved in some quick-buck scheme that went wrong, leaving him food for the worms
or thefish.

Lylefet atap on hisleg: Charlie had returned the bag.
Lylecleared histhroat. "Why am | hearing music? It sounds reedy. Could it be a harmonica?'

"Yesl Clarence loved to play the harmonica. Peopletold him he wasterrible." Mebasmiled. "And he
was. Hewasjust awful. But that never sopped him from trying.”

"Why do | sense hisharmonicanearby?'
She gasped. "I brought one with me! How could you know?"

Preferring to let her provide her own answer to that, Lyle said, "It might facilitate contact if | can touch an
object that belongs to the one we seek.”

"It'sin my handbag." Mebaglanced at her hands where they rested on the stones, then back &t Lyle. "Do
youthink I could...?"

"Y es, but one hand only, please.”

"We gonna take this poor lady's money, bro?' Charlieasked in hisear. " She ain't exactly our usual
breed of fish."

Lyle couldn't give him an answer, but the same hesitancy had been nibbling at him throughout the Sitting.

He watched Melbafree her right hand, pull her handbag up to ker lap, and fish out a scratched and
dented harmonicawith "Hohner Specia 20 Marine Band" embossed aong the top.

"Thiswas hisfavorite," she sad, pushing it acrossthetable.

Lyle reached toward it, then stopped as warning darms rang through his nerve ends. Why? Why
shouldn't he touch the harmonica?

After afew awkward seconds, with Melba's expression moving toward a puzzled frown, Lyle set hisjaw
and took hold of the harmonica—

—and cried out asthe room did a sudden turn and then disappeared and he was standing in another



room, asuitein the Bellagio in Vegas, watching afat man he knew to be Clarence Toomey snore beside
ablonde Lyle knew to be ahooker held hired for the night. He knew everything—the haf-million-dollar
lottery prize Clarence had won and kept secret from hiswife until held collected the money, how held left
home and never looked back.

Melbas cry from somewherein front of him: "What'swrong?*
Chalieinhisear: "Lyle! What's happenin'?'
Thefed of the harmonicain hishands... uncoiling hisfingers one by one until. ..

The harmonica dropped onto the table and abruptly Lyle was back in the Channeling Room, looking at
Melbawho faced him with wide eyes and her hands pressed against her mouth.

"Lyle! Answer me! Areyou all right?"
"I'm okay," Lyle said, for Melbas sake aswell as his brother's.
But he was anything but okay.

What had just happened? Wasit real ? Had he truly been looking at Clarence Toomey or imagining it? It
had seemed so real, and yet... it couldn't be.

Nothing like this had ever happened to him before. He didn't know what to make of it.
"Ifasen?' Mdbasaid. "What happened? Did you see anything? Did you see my Clarence?"

What could he say? Even if he were sure it was true—and he wasn', not at al—how do you tell a
woman that her husband is bedded down in Vegas with a hooker?

"I'm not surewhat | saw," Lyle said. Couldn't get much truer than that. He pushed back from the table.
"I'm afraid I'm going to have to cut short our session. I... | don't fed well." No lie. Heféelt like hell.

"No, please," Mdbasad.

"I'm sorry. | will refund your money.”

"Mah man!" Charliesaid in hisear.

"l don't care about the money,” Mdbasaid. "I want my Clarence. How will | find him?”
"Thelottery,” Lylesad.

Shelooked at him. "Thelottery? | don't understand.”

"Neither do I, but that was the message that came through the clearest. Check with the New Y ork State
Lottery. Ask them about Clarence. That'sdl | cantell you."

If shedidthat, and if Lyl€'svision had been redl—abig if—she'd learn about Clarence's big win. She
could hire someoneto track him down, maybe get a piece of whatever was |ft.

Shewanted to find her husband, but success was going to bring her only aload of hurt.

Charlie gppeared, looking at him strangely. He had to be bursting with amillion questions, but couldn't
ask them while Melbawas here.



Lylesaid, "Kehinde will show you out and return your money. And remember what | told you: Check
with the lottery. Do it today."

Melba's expresson wastroubled. "I don't understand any of this, but at least you tried to help. That's
more than the police have done." She held out her hand. " Thank you."

Lylegripped her hand and stifled agasp asawhirlwind of sensations blew through him—albrief period of
anger, then sadness, then loneliness, dl dragging along for ayear and a hdf, maybe more, but certainly
less than two, and then darkness—hungry darkness that gobbled up Melbaand everything around her.

He dropped her hand quickly, asif held received a shock. Wasthat Melbas future? Wasthat al she had
|eft? Lessthan two years?

"Good-bye," he said and backed away.
Charlie led her toward the waiting room, giving Lyle an odd ook over his shoulder.
"Ifasenisnot himsdf today," hetold Meba.

Damn right he's not himself, Lyle thought as uneasiness did asow crawl down his spine. But who the hell
ishe?

4

Jack will kill mewhen he finds out.

Gia stood before the flaking apartment door and hesitated. Against al her better judgment sheld gone
back to the abductedchild.org web site and cdled the family number listed on Tara Portman's page.
She'd asked the man who answered if he was related to Tara Portman—he said he was her father—and
told him that she was awriter who did freelance work for anumber of newspapers. She was planning a
series of articles about children who had been missing more than ten years and could he spare afew
moments to speak to her?

His answer had been alaconic, Sure, why not? He told her she could stop by any time because he was
amog dwaysin.

So now shewas standing in the hat, third-floor halway of arundown apartment building in the far-West
Forties and afraid to take the next step. Sheld dressed in atrim, businessy blue suit, the one she usudly
wore to meetings with art directors, and carried a pad and a tape recorder in her shoulder bag.

She wished she'd asked about Mrs. Portman—uwas she dive, were they still married, would she be
home?

Thefact that Tarahad written "Mother” with no mention of her father might be sgnificant; might say
something about her relationship with her father; might even mean, as Jack had suggested, that he was
involved in her disappearance.

But the fact remained that the ghost of Tara Portman had appeared to Giaand Giaaone, and that fact
buzzed through her brain like atrapped wasp. She'd have no peace until she learned what Tara Portman
wanted. That seemed to center on the mother shed mentioned.

"Well, I've comethisfar,” she muttered. "Can't stop now."

She knocked on the door. It was opened amoment later by aman in hismid-forties. Taras blue eyes
looked out from hisjowly, unshaven face; his heavy frame was squeezed into adingy T-shirt with



yellowed armpits and coffee stains down the front, cut-off shorts, and no shoes. Hislongish dark blond
hair stuck out in dl directions.

"What?' hesad.
Gia suppressed the urge to run. "1—I'm the reporter who called earlier?’
"Oh, yeah, yeah." He stuck out his hand. " Joe Portman. Comein.”

A sour mix of old swesat and older food puckered Gias nostrils as she stepped through the doorway into
the tiny gpartment, but she stifled her reaction. Joe Portman hustled around, turning off the TV and
picking up scattered clothing from the floor and a sagging couch; herolled them into aball and tossed
them into aclost.

"Sorry. Didn't expect you so soon.” He turned to her. "Coffee?!
"Thanks, no. | just had some."
He dropped onto the couch and indicated the chair next to the TV for her.

"You know," hesad, "thisisredly strange. The other night | was Sitting right here, watching the Y ankees,
when | suddenly thought of Tara."

Giaseated hersdf carefully. ™Y ou don't usudly think of her?

He shrugged. "For too many years shewas all | thought of. Look whereit got me. Now | try not to think
of her. My doctor a the clinic tells me let the past be past and get on with my life. I'm learning to do that.
Butit'sdow. And hard."

A thought struck Gia. "What night was it when you had this sudden thought of Tara?

"It was more than athought, actually. For an instant, just afraction of asecond, | thought shewasin the
room. Then thefedling was gone."

"But when?'

Helooked at the calling. "Let'ssee... the Yankswere playing in Oakland so it was Friday night.”
"Late?"

"Pretty. Eleven or so, I'd guess. Why?

"Just wondering,” Giasaid, hiding the chill that swept through her.

Joe Portman had sensed his daughter's presence during the earthquake under Menelaus Manor.

"Well, thereason | brought it upis, Friday night | get thisfedling about Tara, then thismorning you call
wanting to do an article about her. Isthat synchronicity or what?'

Synchronicity... not the kind of word Gia expected from someone who looked like Joe Portman.
"Lifeisstrange sometimes,” Giasad.

"That itis." He sighed, then looked at her. "Okay, reporter lady, what can | tell you?"

"Well, maybe we could start with how it happened?’



"The abduction?Y ou can read about that in detail in al the old newspapers.”

"But I'd like to hear it from you."

His eyes narrowed, hislanguid voice sharpened. "Y ou sure you're awriter? Y ou're not acop, are you?"
"No. Not at al. Why do you ask?'

He leaned back and stared at his hands, folded in hislap. "Because | was a suspect for awhile. Dot too."
"Dot isyour wife?'

"Dorothy, yeah. Well, she was. Anyway, the cops kept coming up empty and... that was the timewhen
stories about satanic cults and ritual abuse were big in the papers... so they sarted looking at us, trying
to seeif wewereinto any weird shit. Thank God we weren't or we might have been charged. It'shard to
see how things could have worked out any worse, but that definitely would've been worse.”

"How did it happen?"

Hesghed. "I'll give you the short verson.” He glanced &t her. "Aren't you taking notes?’
How dumb! she thought, reaching into her bag for her cassette recorder.

"I'd liketo record this, if that's okay."

"Sure. Welived in Kensington. That's a section of Brooklyn. Y ou know it?!

Giashook her head. "'l didn't grow upin New York."

"Well, it soundsritzy, but it'snot. It'sjust plain old middle class, nothing specid. | worked for Chase here
inthe city, Dot worked out there as a secretary for the Ditrict 20 school board. We did okay. We liked
Kensngton because it was close to Prospect Park and Green-Wood Cemetery. Bélieveit or not, we
saw the cemetery asaplus. It'sapretty place.” Helooked down at his hands again. "Maybeif we'd lived
somewheredse, Tarawould still bewith us.”

"How did it happen?"

He sghed. "When Tarawas eight we took her to Kensington stables up near the parade grounds. Y ou
know, so she could see the horses. One ride and she was an instant horse lover. Couldn't keep her
away. So we sprung for riding lessons and she was anatural. For ayear sherode three daysa
week—Tuesday and Thursday afternoons, and Saturday morning. On Thursdays she'd have to wait a
little while before Dot could pick her up. Wetold her to stay at the stables—do not under any
circumstances leave the stables. And for ayear it worked out fine. Then one Thursday afternoon Dot
arrived to pick her up—right on time, | want you to know—and... no Tara." Hisvoice cracked. "We
never saw or heard from her again.”

"And no witnesses, no clues?"

"Not asingle one. We did learn, though, that she hadn't listened to us. Folks at the stable said she used to
leave for afew minutes on Thursdays and return with a pretzel—you know, the big kind they sdll from
the pushcarts. The cops found the pushcart guy who remembered her—said she came by every
Thursday afternoon in her riding clothes—but he hadn't seen anything different that day. She bought a
pretzel asusua and headed back toward the stable. But she never madeit." He punched histhigh. "If
only sheld listened.”



"What was shelike?' Giasaid. "What did she like besides horses?"
"Y ou want to know?" he said, pushing himself out of the sofa. "That'seasy. I'll let you seefor yoursdf.”

He walked around the sofa and motioned Giato follow. She found him standing over ablack trunk with
brassfittings. He pulled it afew feet closer to the window and opened the lid.

"There" hesad, rising. "Go ahead. Tekealook. That'sal that'sleft of my littlegirl.”

Giaknelt and looked but didn't touch. Shefedt asif she were violating someone, or committing a
sacrilege. She saw a stack of unframed photos and forced hersdf to pick it up and shuffle through them:
Shotsof Taraat dl ages. A beautiful child, even as an infant. She stopped a one with Taragtting atop a
big chestnut mare,

"That was Rhonda, Taras favorite horse," Portman said, looking over her shoulder.

But Giawastransfixed on Taras clothing: ared-and-white checked shirt, riding breeches, and boots.
Exactly what she'd been wearing at Mendlaus Manor.

"Did... did shewesr riding clothesalot?’

"That'swhat she was wearing when she disgppeared. In colder weather sheld wear a competition coat
and cap. Made her look like the heiress to an English estate. God she loved that horse. Would you
believe sheld bake cookies for it? Big thick grainy things. The horse loved them. What akid."

Giaglanced at Portman and saw the wistful, lost look on hisface and knew then held had nothing to do
with his daughter's death.

She flipped further into the stack and stopped a a photo of Tarabeside atrim, good-looking manin his
thirties. Their hair and eyes were matching shades of blond and blue. With astart sheredlized it was her
father.

"Y eah, that was me. | was Portman then, now I'm portly man." He patted hisgut. "It'sal the meds
they've got me on. Name an antidepressant and I'vetried it. Every one of them gives methese
carbohydrate cravings. Plusthe only exercise | get ismoving around this place.” He waved his hand at
thetiny apartment. "Which, asyou can imagine, isnt much.”

"Y ou said you worked for Chase?"

""Worked' isright. Not abig job, but a solid one. I made decent money. And | was planning on getting
my MBA, but... thingsdidn't work out."

Giaflipped to the next picture. Tara standing beside adim, attractive brunette.
"That was Dorothy," Portman said.
"Her mother.”

Portman shook his head. " She took Tara's disappearance harder than | did, which is pretty hard to
imagine. They were best buds, those two. Did everything together. Dot never recovered.”

Giawasdmost afraid to ask. "Whereis she now?"

"In ahospital room, hooked up to afeeding tube.”



"Oh, no!"

Portman seemed to go on automatic pilot as his eyes unfocused and his voice became mechanica. "Car
accident. Happened in 1993, on thefifth anniversary of Taras disgppearance. Ran into abridge
abutment on the LIE. Permanent brain damage. Because of the speed she was going, the insurance
company said it was a suicide attempt. Our Side said it was an accident. We met somewherein the
middle but it il didn't come near covering her ongoing medical expenses.”

"What do you think happened?’

"l don't know what happened, but what | think is between me and Dot. Anyway, | couldn't afford to
pay for al the care she needed—I mean | couldn't lose the house because | had to think of immy who |
hed to raise dl by mysdf then."

"Jmmy?
"Hip ahead afew photos. There. That's immy."

Giasaw Taranext to adark-haired boy with agap-toothed smile.

"Helooks younger.”

"By two years. Hewasfive there"

"Whereishe now?'

"In rehab. Booze, crack, heroin. Y ou nameit." He shook hishead. "Our fault, not his."
"Why do you say that?"

"Jmmy was six-and-a-half when Tara disappeared. We forgot about him when that happened.
Everythingwas Tara, Tara, Tara."

"That's undersandable.”

"Not when you're six. And then seven. And then eight-nine-ten, and your family lifeis an ongoing wake
for your sster. Then at eleven heloses hismother. I'm sure he heard the suicide talk. And to him that
meant his mother had abandoned him, that her grief over her dead daughter was greater than her love for
her living son. He was too young to understand that maybe she hadn't thought it through, that maybe it
was theworst day of her life and some crazy impulse took control.”

Giasaw histhroat working as he looked away. She couldn't think of anything to say except, Y ou poor
man, that poor boy. But that sounded condescending, so shewaited in the leaden silence.

Findly Joe Portman sniffed and said, ™Y ou know, you can keep hope dive for only so long. When we hit
the five-year mark and no Tara, we had to... we had to accept the worst. Maybe if 1'd been with her
more that fifth anniversary day, Dot might have got past it, and sheld till be up and about today. But
everything must have looked too black to go on—maybejust for afew minutes or an hour, but that was
enough. So now Jmmy was motherless and hisfather still wasn't paying attention to him, what with all
that Dot needed.” Portman rubbed hisface, asif massaging hisjowls. "Jmmy'sfirs bust—thefirst of
many—was at age thirteen for salling marijuanaand it was al downhill from there.”

Giafdt agrowing knot in her chest. The pain this man, thisfamily had been through... no wonder hewas
on medication.



"Then | learned | had to divorce Dot."
"Had to?"

"To save the house and—so0 | hoped at the time—to save Jimmy, | had to divorce her. That way shed
be without support and could qudify for welfare and be covered by Medicaid. Theirony of itis, if I'd
waited a couple of yearsit wouldn't have been necessary.”

"Y ou mean they changed the law?!

"No." Hesamiled, but it was a painful grimace. "'l stopped going to work. Immy wasin ajuvenile
detention center at thetime and | wasaonein the house, and | just couldn't get mysalf out of bed. And if
by somemiraclel did, | couldn't leave the house. | kept the shades down and the lights off and just sat in
the dark, afraid to move. Findly the bank let me go. And then | lost the house, and wound up on welfare
and on Medicad, just like Dot."

Almost numb from the torrent of pain, Gia placed the photos back in the trunk and looked around for
something that might dicit happier memories. She picked up ashort stack of vinyl record dbums. The
cover of thefirgt featured aclose-up of acute red-haired girl with awistful stare.

Giaheard Joe Portman let out a short laugh, not much morethan a"Heh."
"Tiffany. Tardsfavorite. She played those records endlessly, from the moment she got home."

Giaflipped the top one over. She remembered Tiffany, how she toured shopping malls at the sart of her
career. What were her hits? She did new versions of old songs. Hadn't she redone an early Beatles tune?
Giascanned through the song list....

She gasped.
"What'swrong?' Portman said.

"Oh, nothing." Giaswallowed, trying to moisten her dry tongue. "It'sjust that I'd forgotten that Tiffany
remade 'l Think We're Alone Now.™

"Oh, that song!" Portman groaned. "Tarawould sing it day and night. She had a gresat voice, never
missed anote, but how many times can you listen to the same song? Drove us crazy! But you know
what?' Hisvoicethickened. "1'd give anything in the world—my life—to hear her angit again. Just once."

If Giahad harbored any subconscious doubts that the entity in Menelaus Manor was Tara Portman,
they'd vanished now.

She dug deeper into the trunk and came up with a plush doll sheimmediately recognized.
"Roger Rabhit!"

Portman reached past her and took the doll, He turned it over in his hands, staring at it with brimming
eyes.

"Roger," hewhispered. "I amost forgot about you." He gave Giaaquick glance. "I haven't beenin here
inawhile." He sighed. "The movie came out the summer she disgppeared. She made me take her three
times, and | swear every time she laughed harder than before. Probably would have had to take her a
fourthtimeif..."

He handed back the doll.



Giadared at its wide blue eyes and fdlt tears begin to dip down her cheeks. She quickly wiped her eyes,
but not quickly enough.

"I'll be damned," Portman said.
"What?"'

"A reporter with feelings. | can't tell you how many reporters I've talked to since 1988, and you're the
firs who's ever shown any red emotion.”

"Maybe they were more experienced. And maybe this hits alittle too close to homefor me.”
"Y ou've got adaughter?’
Gianodded. "Shel'seight... and she just discovered Roger Rabbit on video. Sheloveshim.”

Thetears again. Giawilled them back but they kept flowing. What happened to Tara Portman—yplucked
out of ahappy life and killed or worse. It wastoo cruel, just... too cruel.

"Don't you let her out of your sight,” Portman was saying. " Stay on top of her every minute, because you
never know... you never know."

Terror spiked her. Vicky wasfar away, at camp. Why on earth had she let her go?
But she couldn't raise Vicky in abubble. Part of her wanted to, but it wouldn't befair.

Giareplaced Roger in the trunk and rose to her feet. She felt lightheaded. "I... | think I've got enough

"You'll send meacopy?' Portman said.
"Sure. If | Al it

"You'll sl it. You'vegot heart. | cantell. | want it published. | want Tara's name out there again. | know
she'sgone. | know shelll never come back. But | don't want her forgotten. She'sjust a statistic now. |
want her to beaname again.”

"I'll domy best," Giasad.

Shefdt terrible about lying to him. Thered never be an article. Scalding guilt propelled her toward the
door to escape this hot smelly box where the walls seemed to be closing in.

Portman followed her. "Do you know what Tara might have been, where she could have gone? She
could sing, she could play piano, she could ride, she was smart asawhip and she loved life, every
moment of it. She had two parents who loved her and agrest life ahead of her. But it was dll shuffed
out." He snapped hisfingers. "Just like that. And not by some freak accident, but on purpose. On
purpose! And what about Jmmy?Who knows what he could have been? Better than thejunkie heis
now. And what about me and Dot? We could have grown old together, had grandkids. But that's never
going to happen.” Hisvoice broke. "Y ou let people know that whoever took my Taradidnt kill just a
littlegirl. Hekilled awhole family!"

Giaonly nodded as she stepped into the hdl, unable to push aword past the invisible band that had a
death grip on her throat.
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"So, Freddy," Eli said. "1 understand you think I'm crazy.”

Strauss had stopped by with news about hisinvestigations—he tended to prefer to report in person than
on the phone—but Eli was more interested in straightening out this popinjay vice cop who thought he had
al theanswers.

Strauss gtiffened. "I never—" Thewiry cop turned toward Adrian and shot him an angry look. "I see
someone's been shooting his mouth off."

"Just as you wanted him to do, am | correct?'
"Listen, you gotta understand—"

"What | understand, Detective Strauss, isthat you are afaithless man. | offer you virtua immortality and
how am | rewarded? By you whispering behind my back. I'm of haf amind to disband the Circleand
continue on by mysdlf, asl used to.”

"You can't be serious!” Strauss said. "Just because of alittle remark | happened to—"
"Morethan alittleremark! It chalengestheintegrity of the Circle!™

Eli could tell by Strauss's expression that he didn't want to be held responsible for breaking up the Circle.
One could only imagine what the other members would do to him. But adefiant look came over hisface.
He straightened his narrow shoulders and glared &t Eli.

"| ran checksonyou, Eli," Strausssaid. "Hell, | ran half adozen on you, from every angle, and nowhere
doesit say you weren't born in Brooklynin 1942."

Eli smiled. "I've had centuries of practice hiding my origins. I'm very good a what | do."

"And soam |. And ay, don't think some of the others ain't thinking the samething asme. Youtdl us
you've lived this charmed life for over two hundred years, how you're as good asimmortal aslong asyou
keep performing the Ceremony, and then some guy strolls up to you and stabs you with your own knife."

" told you—"

"I know what you told me, but what am | supposed to think? What's anyone supposed to think?"
What indeed? Eli thought.

He had to put astop to this. Immediately.

Heturned to Adrian. "Go to the kitchen and get me one of the carving knives."

Adrian gave him astrange look but did as he was bid and returned with an eight-inch Wsthof- Trident
Culinar carver. It looked smdl in Adrian's huge hand. Eli took it from him, gripping it by the dull edge of
the carbon stedl blade, and proffered it to Strauss, sainless-steel handlefirst.

"Takeit."
Strausslooked uncertain. "Why?!
"Just takeit and I'll tell you."



The cop hesitated, then reached out and took the knife. "Okay. Now what?"
Eli unbuttoned his shirt and bared his chest. "Now, you stab me.”

"Eli!" Adrian cried. "Have you gone crazy?' He turned to Strauss. "Dont listen to him! It'sthe painkillerd!
He's not—"

"Et tu, Adrian?" Eli said, feding apang of regret. Didn't anyone have faith anymore?"Y ou don't believe
meether?'

"Of course | do!" He looked flustered now. "It's just—"

"Doit, Freddy. Do it now. | demand it. And after you seethat I'm perfectly al right, you can tell the rest
of your faithless crew that you're the crazy one, not me!"

Strauss hefted the knife, his gaze flicking back and forth between the blade and Eli's chest. Eli had no
fear. He knew he was invulnerable to injury from Strauss or Adrian or anyone e se except the mystery
man. And thiswould proveit.

Strauss stepped closer, hislipssetinatight line. Eli closed hiseyes...

"Dont!" Adrian cried. "Eli, listen to me! What if the man who attacked you interfered with your
invulnerability? What if the wounds he inflicted somehow put your powers on hold until they're renewed
by another Ceremony?'

"Don't beridiculoud"

"It'saposshility, isnt it? Nothing like this has ever happened to you before, right? Do you realy want to
riskit?'

Eli went cold as Adrian's words seeped in. No... it couldn't be. It was unprecedented. And yet, so was
what happened Monday night. If what Adrian said weretrue...

| have to perform another Ceremony right away! Before the window of this new moon closes!
He glanced at Strauss and noticed a new uncertainty about him.

Dol dare?

Yes. He had to.

"Perhaps you're right, Adrian. But the only way to find out isto see what happens after Freddy stabs
me." Helooked Straussin the eye. "Go ahead, Freddy. Thiswill be an experiment.”

"Uh-uh," Strauss said, shaking his head and backing away. "Too risky. I'm not experimenting mysdf into
amurder rep.”

"Thank God!" Adrian said, and dumped against awall.

Eli fdt exactly the same but couldn't show it. He Smply sighed and said, "Perhaps you're right, Adrian.
Perhaps we should try to perform the Ceremony as soon as possible.”

"But therésno time!" Adrian said. "The Ceremony window isthree nights before and after the new
moon. That means we have to secure anew lamb—"



"By Friday night,” Eli said. "In away that can't ever belinked back to us." It seemed impossible. But he
had to remain cam, and above dl, appear cam. "Well ask around the Circle for any good prospects. In
the meantime...." He turned to Strauss. "Any progress on finding our attacker?"

Strauss shook his head. "Nope. But | did track down that broad who made those comments last night.”
"Excdlent. So glad to see you contributing something positive for achange. How did you find her?!

"Pretty easy, actudly. Gregson got me acopy of the unedited videotape. Seemsthey had the lady on
camerawhen she said it but she blew off signing the release. Nice looking babe, by the way. We got
lucky 'cause the cameraman followed her right to the cab sheleft in. | got the cab's number, made afew
cdls, and found out it dropped her off a home.”

"Marvelous," Eli said. Hed put thiswoman on the back burner, but now he was remembering what she'd
said and hisanger flared anew. "Who isshe?'

Strauss pulled out anote pad. "Name's Gia DiLauro. Works as some sort of artist. But things don't add
up with her. | ran acheck on her state income tax and she doesn't make the kind of money that would
put her anywhere near the ultra-tony neighborhood shelivesin."”

"An artist, hmmm?' Eli said. "Well, wélll find out where she sdlls her paintings or who she worksfor and
seethat her showings and sources of income dry up. That'll befor Sarters. Then—"

"She'sgot akid," Strauss said.
Eli caught his breath. A child. Oh, thiswastoo good to be true.
"Goon."

"It's another of the weird things about her. She's got a daughter she clams as a dependent but the kid's
got adifferent last name: Westphaen. VictoriaWestphalen.”

"And her age?'

Please say under ten, Eli prayed. Please.

"Eght."

Silence in the room as the three men exchanged glances.
"Eight,” Adrian breathed. "That's... perfect.”

More than perfect, Eli thought. If they could get hold of the child in time, she could become the lamb for
the next Ceremony. And her sacrifice would offer the lagniappe of crushing her bitter-tongued mother.

How wonderful. The mere possibility made hisblood tingle.

"Find out everything you can about this child, Freddy. Everything. Immediately. We don't have much
time"
6

Jack reached the office of Kristadoulou Redtors alittle ahead of schedule. Since it was on Steinway
Street he'd decided to get atwo-fer out of the trip by stopping by his Queens mail drop on theway. He
rented boxesin Hoboken and Manhattan aswell, but every two weeks they forwarded al hismail to the



Agoriadrop. With apair of manilaenvelopes under hisarm, he figured held kill the ten minutes to
gppointment time by checking out the hood.

Kristadoulou Redltors sat in an old stone building in the heart of one of Steinway's most commercia
blocks; its windows were filled with photos of propertiesthey had listed. The rest of the street waslined
with triple deckers—stores at ground level, two floors of gpartments above.

He walked south on the west Side, passing little old Greek ladies with shopping bags, lots of guyswith
black mustaches yammering into cell phones, coupleslaughing and talking, hardly anyone spesking
English.

The businesseswere like apogter for ethnic diversity: astorefront touting "Immigration Medica Exams'
next to the Kabab Cafe next to the Nile Ddli, then an oriental rug merchant, and something called Idamic
Fashion, Inc. A little farther on was the Egyptian Cafe, the Arab Community Center, and the Fatima
Pediatric Center; farther till was a Colombian bakery and a Chinese Qi Gong center specidizing in back
and foot rubs.

He crossed the street and turned back north, passing Sissy McGinty's Irish pub, the Rock and Roll Bagel
restaurant, an Argentinean steak house, an Egyptian coffee shop right next door to an Italian espresso
place. He stopped before the window of an Idamic religious shop offering prayer rugs, incense, and a
gpecid clock: "5-Full Azan Taking Alarm Clock—Jumbo Display With 105-Y ear Calendar.” Jack had
no ideawhat any of that meant.

He spotted Lyle getting out of acab. He looked every inch the African today—blue-and-white batik
kaftan, white cotton pants, sandals, and a brightly colored knitted tarn. He blended in with the rest of the
exotically dressed locals. Jack wasthe stick-out in his Levis and golf shirt.

"You madeit," Lyle said when he spotted Jack. "I wasn't sureif you got my message.”
"l gotit." He gestured at the surrounding stores. "Do dl these folks get dong?’

"Pretty much."

"Ought to bring the UN here for alook-see. Find out how they doiit.”

Lyle only nodded. He didn't look so hot. Even with his eyes hidden behind dark glasses, hisface |looked
drained.

"Y ou okay?"
"Me? Okay? Not even close.”
"Uh-oh. What happened?’

Lyleglanced a hiswatch. "Tdl you later. Right now we're due to see Mr. K. But beforewegoin, | want
you to know how I'm going to play this, okay?"

"Sure. Thisisyour show. Shoot."
"I'm going to let him think that | think the house is haunted.”
"Wdl,itis isntit?"

"Yeah, but | don't want him knowing how haunted. And no mention of Tara Portman or whatever it's
cdlingitsdf.”



"TaraPortman was ared person,” Jack said. "Giaand | looked her up on the Internet last night.”
" 'Was?'

"' She was nine when she was abducted in the summer of '88. Never seen again. Her picture matchesthe
girl Giasaw."

"Ohman!" Lyle clapped his hands and grinned. "Oh man, oh man, oh man!"

Jack had expected astonishment, or at least a touch of awe or wonder. Not this outright glee.
"Why isthis good news?'

"Never mind," Lylesad. "Let'sgo seethe BigK."

Jack wondered what was going on in Lyl€e's head. He seemed to have devel oped a persona agenda.
That was okay with Jack—he had an agenda of his own. He just hoped they didn't cross each other.

Insde, Konstantin Kristadoulou was expecting them and a secretary led them to arear office where they
met the head man. Jack fully appreciated the 'Big K' remark as Lyle introduced him. They seated
themsdvesin the two rickety chairs on the far side of hisdesk.

Kristadoulou Redltors|ooked to be ano-frills operation. Maybe because its owner ate dl thefrills. At
least helooked like he did. Konstantin Kristadoulou dwarfed even Abein the waistline category. Jack
figured he was pushing seventy, but the puffy face and quadruple chins stretched out al the wrinkles, so it
was hard to tell. Hislongish, thinning gray hair was combed straight back to whereit flipped up &t the
collar.

"S0," he said, glancing a Jack with hisdark, heavy-lidded eyes, then fixing them on Lyle. Hisvoice was
lightly accented. ™Y ou wish to know about the house you bought, Mr. Kenton. Why isthat? No trouble,
| hope?'

"Wetook some damage from the earthquake,” Lyle said.

"Serious?’

"Just some minor cracks.”

Minor? Jack thought. A cdllar floor cracked in half isn't minor.

But he caught aquick glance from Lylethat heread as, Let me handlethis.

"Thereason I'm here," Lyle went on, "isthat we've been hearing strange noisesin the house lately.
Voices... but no onésthere.”

Kristadoulou nodded. "L ots of people think Menelaus Manor is haunted—not because they've ever
witnessed anything, mind you, but because of itshistory. | hope you remember that | told you dl this
before you bought it."

Lyleraised hishands. "Absolutely. I'm not here to complain, I'm hereto try and understand. | need more
in-depth information on the house's history. | mean, if Mendaus Manor ‘went wrong' somewhere along
theway, I'd like to figure out where. Who knows? Maybe| canfix it."

"Went wrong,' " Kristadoulou said. "An interesting way of putting it." He leaned back—the only direction
his gut would alow—and stared at the ceiling. "Let's see... if anything ‘went wrong' with the Mendaus



house, I'd say it happened during Dmitri's ownership.”
"Whao's Dmitri?" Jack said.

"Kastor Mendauss only son. Kastor built the place back in the fifties. That was when Agtoriawas
known asLittle Athens, abit of Hellenic heaven in the heart of New Y ork because of dl the Greekswho
moved here after thewar. | arrived after the house was built but | know something of the family. Dmitri,
he was younger than me, so we never socidized, but even if we were the same age, we wouldn't have
mixed. A strange one, that Dmitri."

"How strange?" Jack asked. " Strange cults? Strange beliefs?

Kristadoulou gave him an odd look. "No. I mean he was aways keeping to himsdlf. No girlfriends, no
boyfriends. If you happened to see him a arestaurant, he was aways aone.”

Jack had been hoping for some indication of involvement with the Otherness. Or maybe with S Roma,
or whatever hisreal name was. Held aso been on the lookout for one of Romas cutesy anagrams—the
last Jack had recognized was "Ms. Aralo"—but Dmitri wasn't one. Not even close.

Lylesad, "Why do you say the house might have gone wrong during Dmitri's ownership?”

"Because of hisrenovations. Old Kastor died in 1965. Cancer of the pancreas. After Dmitri inherited the
place—his mother had died in '61—he came to mefor advice. | was working as an agent for another
firm then and he wanted me to recommend carpenters and masons to redo his basement. He hired a
couple off thelist | gave him. | felt somewhat responsible so | stopped in every so often to check on
them—make sure they were doing agood job." He shook his head. "Very strange.”

Gimme, gimme, gimme, Jack thought. "How s0?"

"He was lining the basement with these big granite blocks hed imported from Romania. Hetold me they
came from what he called 'a place of power,’ whatever that means. He said they'd originaly been part of
an old dilgpidated fortress, but if you ask me, | think they were from achurch.”

"Why'sthat?' Lyle said.

"Because some of them wereinlaid with crosses”

Jack glanced a Lyle and saw him stting ramrod straight in hischair.
"Crosses? What kind?"'

"Funny you should ask. They weren't regular crosses. They were amost like acapitd T withthe
crosspiece brass and the upright nicke.”

"Tau," Lylewhispered.

"Exactly! Kristadoulou said, pointing aknockwurgt digit a him. "Likethe letter tau. How did you
know?'

Lyle's eyes shifted toward Jack. "We've spotted afew around the house. But let me ask you about those
blocks with the tau crosses. Do you think they might have come from a Greek Orthodox church?!

Kristadoulou shook his head. "I've traveled alot, been in many, many Orthodox churches, and I've never
seen any crosseslikethat." Another head shake. "Bad business stealing church stones. It's like asking for
trouble. And that's just what Dmitri got.”



"Y ou mean hissuicide," Jack said, remembering this from when Gia had read to him from Lyl€'s
brochure.

"Yes. He'd just been diagnosed with cancer of the pancreas. Hed seen how hisfather suffered. | guess
he couldn't face that ordedl, so..."

"When wasthat?' Jack asked.
"Nineteen ninety-five, | believe.”

Owned the place for thirty years, Jack thought. The span covered the year Tara Portman disappeared.
Dmitri had to beinvolved.

"Dmitri didn't bother to leave awill," Kristadoulou went on, "and that caused problems. With no children
or wife, the estate wound up in probate. After years of legal wrangling Menel aus Manor went to one of
Dmitri's cousins who wanted nothing to do with it. He called me and told meto sl it as soon as

possble”
"And Dr. Singh bought it, right?' Lylesaid.

"Only after lots of other potentia buyers passed it by. The cdllar was the sticking point. All those Strange
granite blocks | mentioned. And speaking of those blocks, when | ingpected the house before putting it
on the market, | went down to the cellar and noticed that all the crosses had been removed.”

"Any ideawhy?'
"No more ideathan why heleft adirt floor.”
"Wait," Jack said. "Dirt floor?"

"Y es. Can you imagine? Dmitri went to the expense of importing dl those blocks, and then didn't finish
thefloor."

Maybe because it makesit lots easier to bury things you want no one to see, Jack thought.

"The nephew was unwilling to sink in any money for renovations so we kept lowering the price. Findly a
vascular surgeon named Singh bought it for asong.”

"A rather short song, as| recdl,” Lylesaid.

Kristadoulou nodded. "He and hiswife modernized the interior and refinished the basement with paneling
over the granite blocks and a concrete floor. One day he doesn't show up for surgery or his office. Police
investigate and find him and hiswifein bed with their throats cut."

Jack remembered that too. "Who did it?"
"No onewas ever caught. The police didn't even have a suspect. Whoever did it left not aclue.”
"No wonder people think it's haunted,” Jack said.

Kristadoulou smiled. "It getsworse. The executor of the Singh estate directed meto sdll it. | thought, a
suicide and a double murder—I'm never going to sell this place now. But 1o and behold, this young
couple walksin and wants to buy Mendaus Manor."

"In spite of its history?' Jack said. "Or because of it?"



"Y ou must understand,” Kristadoulou said, patting hisbdly. "I didn't delve into the Loms motivations,
because | didn't exactly dwell on the house's history. It was not what you'd call asglling point. |
remember Herb, he was the husband, saying that he wasn't the supertitious sort, but it was hiswife Sara,
apretty thing, who seemed to be pushing the dedl. They were planning on adopting a child and wanted a
house for the family tolivein. So, | sold it to them." He leaned back again and gazed toward the celling.
"I wish | hadn't."

Thiswas the point where Gia had refused to read him any more of the houses history, caling it "sick.”
"Dont tdl me" hesad. "Someone dit their throats too?”

"Worse," Kristadoulou said with agrimace of distaste. "They'd been moved in only a short while when
thelittle boy they'd just adopted was found horribly mutilated in the upstairs bedroom.”

Jack closed his eyes. Now he understood Gia's reaction.
"Any reason given?'

Kristadoulou shook his head. "None. Herbert was found in adaze in the house and later died in the
hospitd."

"'Later died?" Jack said. "What's that mean?"

"That'swhat | wastold,” Kristadoulou replied. "I checked with the hospital—he was taken to Downstate
Medical Center—but no onewould tell me how he died. They said | wasn't ardative and had no right to
know, but | sensed more than ethicsinvolved there. They were afraid.”

"Afraid of what?' Jack said.

Kristadoulou shrugged. "Of alawsuit, perhaps. But | sensed it went deeper than that. | got the feding it
had to do with how he died." Heraised hishand in astop gesture. "Don't waste any more bresth on
Herb Lom. I'vetold you dl | know."

Lylesad, "What about hiswife?"

"Sarawas never seen or heard from again. Asif she vanished from the face of the earth. Or never
existed. No one could find asingle rdative of hers, and Herb left no will, so the house stood vacant for
years before it came back to melike an old debt and | had to sell her again. But this time no one wanted
her a any price." He smiled and pointed to Lyle. "Until you came dong.”

Lylegrinned. "I wanted the place because of itshistory."

"But now you're not so happy, isthat right?"

"It's not amatter of happy. I'm just trying to get ahandle on what might be going on there.”
They made smdl talk for afew more minutes, then thanked Kristadoulou for histime and | ft.
"Dmitri isaplayer inthis," Jack said as soon asthey hit the bright hot sdewalk. "Got to be."
"But he'sdead."

"Yeah," Jack said, squinting in the sunlight. He pulled out his shades. "Too bad. Well, what's you're next
Sep?!



"| think I'm going to derenovate that basement.”

"Y ou mean tear down the paneling to see what's behind?!

Lyle nodded. "And tear up that concrete dab to see what's under it."
"Who's under it, you mean."

"Right. Who."

"Youll let me know what you find?'

"Maybe"

"Maybe?'

"Aren't you the guy who said he'sthe one who kicked this whole thing off?*
"Wdl..."

"Well then maybe you could lend ahand and find out firsthand. Y ou up for that?

Besides making life miserable for Eli Bdllitto and his buddy Adrian Minkin, Jack had no pressing
demands on histime for the next few days, but he was curious about something.

"Let'sjust say wefind achild's skeleton under the dab. What then?!

"| cdl the cops, they bring in their forensics team, and maybe they catch the guy who did it. And then
maybe the spook goes back to where it came from.”

"And maybe dong the way the world hears about Ifasen and his dealings with the ghost of Tara
Portman?"'

Lyle nodded. "That'sadistinct possibility.”

Jack had the picture now. "I guess| can give you aday or two of hard labor, but on one condition: If and
when you go public, my nameis never mentioned.”

"Y ou mean Ifasen will have to face the spotlight done?’ Lyleslipstwisted into awry smile. "It won't be
easy, but hell handleit.” The amilefaded. "Be acakewak compared to some other things.”

"Likewhat?" Jack said, remembering how troubled Lyle had looked before they'd met with
Kristadoulou. "What happened at the house?"

"Tell you later." He glanced around at the passersby. "Probably not agood ideafor Ifasen to discussitin
public.”

"Okay. | guess| can wait. I'll head home and change and see you in the cellar. Give me an hour.”
"Great." Lyle sraightened asif trying to shrug off aburden. "I'll pick up some picks and ripping bars.”
"I'll pick up some beer.”

Lylesmiled. "We cometo the demoalition business.”
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"All right, Charles," Reverend Sparks said as he dropped into the chair behind his battered desk.

The springsin the old chair gave out an agonized squed under hisweight. The desk seemed too smdll for
him. In fact the cluttered little office, with its sagging shelves|oaded with books and magazines and
scribbled drafts of sermons, itswalls studded with yellow sticky notes, seemed too small for him aswell.

He pointed to the rickety chair on Charlies side of the desk. "Sit. And tell me what you needed to see
me about.”

Charlie sat and folded his swest-dick handsin front of him. "Need advice, Rev."

Did he ever. He and Lyle had had four sittings scheduled for the morning. Lyle started acting throwed of f
after thefirst one, then getting further and further off the hinges with the next two, findly eighty-sixin' the
fourth and all the others they'd booked for the rest of the afternoon and night. He wouldn't say why, but
looked spooked.

Spooked... yeah, you got that right. House spooked. Charlie was spooked too.

Hed tried to pry Lyle about what was going down but Lyle clammed, lipstight, eyes somewhere else.
No talking to him. Not mad. Scared. Lyle never got scared. Seeing big bro like that had shook Charlie,
right down to histoenails.

Hed tried reading scriptures but that hadn't cut it. He needed to talk. So he cometo therev.
"Isit about your brother?

"Not exactly.”

"Thenwhat?'

"l an't 'xactly surehow to put it...."

Therev let out asigh. Charlie sensed hisimpatience,

"A'ight,” hesad. "It'slikethis. We dlowed to believe in ghosts?!

"Allowed?'

"I mean, are there any teachings 'bout them?"

Therev leaned back and stared at him through histhick rimless glasses. "Why do you ask?"
"Here come the hard part.”" Charlie took a breath. "Our house is haunted.”

Therev continued his tare. "What makes you think that?"

Charlie gave him aquick walkthrough of the spookfest going down at the place.

"Sowhat I'm axing," hesaid ashetied it up, "iswhat | do about it?'

"Youleave" therev sad, leaning forward and resting hisforearms on the desk. "Immediately. Y our
brother was reason enough to leave before, now you must flee. Do not walk, run from that house.”

Charlie didn't feature no cut-and-run action, but he was glad the rev wasn't looking a him like he was of f



the hinges

"S0... you bdieveme.”

"Of course | believe you. And after what you've told me about your brother, it's obvioudy hisfault. He
has cdled up this demon.”

"Not ademon, Rev. A ghost. She say her name Tara Portman and..."

The rev was dowly shaking his massve head. "There are no such things as ghosts, Charles. Only demons
pretending to be ghosts.”

llBlJt_ll

"The dead do not come back to visit theliving. Think about it: The faithful are with Jesus and when you
arein the presence of the Lord you want for nothing. Y ou do not missthe living you left behind, no
matter how much you loved them in life, because you are basking in the love of God, you arein the
blinding Holy Presence of our Lord Jesus Christ. Remember Corinthians. 'Eye hath not seen, nor ear
heard, neither have entered into the heart of man, the things which God hath prepared for them that love
Him." To abandon that Presence would be.... why, it would be completely unthinkable."

Charlie nodded. He could get down with that. "A'ight, then. What about someone who ain't among the
fathful?'

"They burnin hellfire, Charles. Oh, the damned would dearly love to return, every single one of them.
They'd give anything to come back, even for asecond, afraction of a second, but no matter how much
they want to, they cannot. They aren't allowed. They'rein hell for dl eternity, and they must spend every
second of forever in torment. "'The smoke of their torment ascendeth up forever and ever, and they have
no rest day nor night.™

"Then wha—?"

"A demon, Charles." Therev nodded gravely. "Y ou seethe smplelogic of it, don't you. An angel
wouldn't bear false witnessto the living by pretending to be a dead person who's returned. Only ademon
would engagein such afiendish endeavor."

"But why?

"To seduce the faithful away from the Lord and lead them onto the path toward eternal damnation. Y our
brother attracted the demon, but itisyou it is after, Charles." He stabbed his finger acrossthe table.
"You! It lusts after your fragile soul so that it can serveit to itsevil master on asiver platter!”

Thetarget of supernatural evil... not me, Charlie thought, terror rising like aflood tide. Please, Lord, not
me

Charlie jumped as the rev dammed his palm onto his desktop. "Now will you leave your evil brother?"
"Hes—" Charlie cut himsdif off.

Therev's eyes narrowed. "He'swhat? Are you going to tell me again he's not evil—after he'scaled up a
demon?'

He'd been about to say just that. And Lyle didn't call up no demon. Least not on purpose. He wasn't evil,
just off track. He hadn't seen the light yet. But Charlie knew the rev wouldn't accept that.



"He'sin danger too, Rev. Hissoul, | mean. Shouldn't wetry to save his soul too?'
"From what you've told me| fear you brother's soul islost forever.”

"| thought you aways said no soul waslost forever long he still had a chance of accepting Jesus Christ as
his persond savior."

Therev'sgazeflickered. "Well, that'strue, but do you redlly believe your brother will do that? Ever?'
Lyle? Not very likely, buit...
"Miracles happen, Rev."

He nodded. "Y es, they do. But miracles are the Lord's province. Leave the miracle of your brother's
savation to Him and see to your own by leaving that house.”

"Yes Rev."

"Today. Do | have your word on that?"

"Yes Rev."

But not without Lyle. Charlie wasn't going to leave his brother in the clutches of no krunk demon.
Therev hoisted himself out of hischair. "Then you better get toiit.”

Charlierosetoo. "I will." He hesitated. "Um, is Sharleen round about?"

Therev fixed him with a stern gaze. "1've seen the way you've been looking a my daughter. And I've
seen the way she's been looking back at you. But | want you to steer clear of her until you've removed
yoursdlf from this evil. Right now you're a a dangerous crossroads. | want to see which path you choose
before you involve yoursdf with Sharleen. Do | make mysdlf clear?”

"Yes" Stung, Charlie backed awvay. "Very."

Reverend Sparks thought he was a danger to his daughter. He'd have to prove himself worthy. Okay.
Hed do that. Today.

8
"| ill don't believeyou didit," Jack said.

Giagpped her green teaand tried to read his expression: Shock? Dismay? Anger? Fear? Maybe a
mixtureof dl.

"I'mfine, Jack. Besides, it wasn't asif | had much choice."

"Of course you had a choice." Held settled down from hisoriginal outburst and now wandered her
kitchen, circling the breakfast table with his hands jammed into hisjeans pockets. A barely touched beer
sat on the table, condensation pooling around its base. ™Y ou could have said to yoursdlf, ‘Going aoneto
vidt the possibly psycho father of amurdered girl and not telling anyone where I'll beisadumb idea.
Maybel'll just skipiit."

"I had to know, Jack. It was going to drive me crazy if | didn't find out about her."

"Y ou could have told me what you were doing.”



"Y ou would have thrown ahissy fit, just like you're doing now."

"I don't throw hissy fits. | would havetried to talk you out of it, and if you still insgsted | could have gone
aong as backup.”

"Who are you kidding? Y ou've become so superprotective since | told you | was pregnant, you'd have
probably locked mein acloset and gone yoursdlf.”

"Maybe I'm suddenly superprotective because you're suddenly Repairwoman Jane.”
This was getting nowhere. Another sip of her tea—too sweet. She'd overdone the honey.
"Do you want to know what | found out?' she said.

"Yes, | do." He grabbed his beer and quaffed afew inches. "1 just wish you hadn't found out the way you
did." Hesat onthe end of thetable. "Tell me. Please.”

Giatold him about Joe Portman, about Tara's mother and brother and what had befallen them since her
abduction. Shetold him about the day of her disappearance, how she'd been wearing the exact same
clothes, how she'd I eft the stable areato go down the block for a pretzel and was never seen again.

"She did that every Thursday?' Jack said.
Gianodded. "Why? Isthat important?’

"Could be. Means she had an established pattern of behavior. That saysto me there'sagood chance it
wasn't arandom snatch. Somebody had been watching her. She'd been marked.”

Giafdt achill. Aninnocent child, waking the same route every Thursday afternoon, just going for a
snack, never redlizing she was being stalked. How many pretzel runs had her abductor watched before
deciding to pounce?

She rubbed her arms to smooth the gooseflesh. "That's so creepy.”

"Because you're dealing with creeps. Just like..." His voice drifted off as he frowned.
What?"

"Just like Bdlitto and his buddy. Thekid they snatched the other night—"

"Due”

"Right. He had a pattern too, at least according to his mother. Down the block for ice cream every night
around the sametime. The kid was dready in the store when Bellitto and Minkin arrived and parked
outside. They knew hewas coming out. They werewaiting for him."

"Just like someone was waiting for Tara between the stables and the pretzel cart. A pattern of behavior?!

Jack stared at her. ™Y ou mean a pattern of behavior in the abductors of looking for victims with a pattern
of behavior?'

"Y ou don't think this Bellitto could be responsible for Taratoo, do you?'
"Beahdl of acoincidenceif hewas."

llBut_ll



"Yeah. | know." Jack's expression was grim. "No more coincidences.”
" till don't see how such athing could be.”

"Neither do|. Let'sfaceit, just because some crazy old lady said it doesn't mean it'strue.” He could il
hear the old woman's Russian-accented voice as he leaned over Kates grave. Is not coincidence. No
mor e coincidences for you. He shook his head, willing the memory away. "What e se did you learn?’

Giasnapped her fingers. "Oh, | learned that the Sixtiestune was redly an eightiestune. Tiffany—"

"Right! Tiffany covered 'l Think Werre Alone Now'! How could | have missed that? Especidly after she
wasin Playboy."

"She was? When?"'
"Don't remember. Heard it on the radio or something.”

"Well, according to her father Tara sang the song al the time. But you know wheat redlly creeped me out?
She was aRoger Rabbit fan."

Jack didn't exactly go white, but histan abruptly became three shades paler.
"What'swrong?'

Hetold her about the locked display cabinet in Eli Bellitto's shop, how it wasfilled with kids
knickknacksthat he wouldn't part with at any price, and how one of them was a Roger Rabbit key ring.

Gias skin crawled. "Do you haveit with you?"

"No. It's back home. Let's not go jumping to too many conclusions here. Probably sold amillion or two
Roger Rabbit key rings back in the eighties.”

"Y ou could tekeit to the police and—"
He blinked. "Thewho?"
"Sorry." What was she thinking? This was Jack. Jack and police didn't mix.

Hesaid, "1 wish | had away to connect Taraand the key ring... so | could know for sure. Right now |
can only suspect Bdllitto."

"Why not take it to the house. Seeif shereacts.”

Jack stared at her. "What agreat ideal Why didn't | think of that?"

"Because youre merely Repairman Jack. Only Repai rwoman Jane could come up with that.”
"Touche," he said with asmile and toasted her with hisbeer. ™Y ou think shelll respond?!
"Only oneway to find out. When do we bring it over?'

"'We?' Herose, shaking hishead. " "We are not going back to that house. Oh, no. One haf of ‘we
stays here while this haf goes done and returns with avivid eyewitness account of whatever happens.”



Giahad expected this. "Not fair. It was my idea.”

"Weve been over thisaready, Gi. We don't know thisthing's agenda.”

"That 'thing' isalittlegirl, Jack."

"A dead littlegirl.”

"But she appeared to me. Not you, not Lyle, not Charlie. Me. That's got to mean something.”

"Exactly. But we don't know what. And that's why you shouldn't get within miles of that place. It'sgot an
unhedlthy pedigree, even stranger and weirder than what'sin Lyle's Mendaus Manor brochure.”

Worse than the part about the mutilated child? Giadidn't think that was possible.
"What? That red estate agent told you something, didn't he.”

"Hetold melotsof things, and I'll tell you later, but right now we have to agree that you're staying away
from that place.

"But I'm the one she contacted.”

"Right. She sent amessage and you received it. Now were going to dig up what might be her grave. If
we find her, and she can be linked to Bellitto, you'll have done plenty. Y ou've pointed the way."

"But what if there aren't any clues?’

"Well, then at least she gets a proper burid. And maybe that's what her father will need to kick start his
life back into mation.”

Giawasn't concerned with Joe Portman right now. It was Tarawho consumed her. Her need waslikea
noose around Gias neck, drawing her toward Mendlaus Manor. If shedidn't yidd to it shefdt sureit
would strangle her.

"She wrote 'Mother," Jack. | don't think she meant her own mother—Dorothy Portman is brain dead. |
think she meant me. It may be twenty-some years since Tarawas born, but she's gill achild. She's il
nine years old and she's frightened. She needs amother. That'sa comfort | can provide.”

"How do you comfort aghost?' Jack said. He dipped his arms around her and pulled her close. She
caught the lingering scent of his soap, felt the afternoon stipple of whiskers on hischeeks. "'l guessif
anyone could, you'd be the one. But tell me: If Vicky were hereinstead of away at camp, would you be
S0 anxious to go back to that house?!

What was he saying? That this need she fdt burning through her veinswas smply displaced yearning for
her own child? She had to admit it wasn't such afar-fetched notion, but she sensed that the longing within
her went beyond that.

"Maybe, maybe not, but—"
"One more question: If Vicky were here, would you take her dong?'
That caught her off guard. Her reaction wasimmediate: Of course not. But she didn't want to voiceit.

"That's not the point. Vicky's not here, so—"



Jack tightened hishug. "Gia? Would you?'
She hesitated, then, "All right, no."

"Why not?"

“I'm not sure."

"I am. Becauseit's an ungtable Situation, and you wouldn't want to expose Vicky to an unpredictable
outcome. Right?'

Gianodded againgt his shoulder. "Right.”
"Then why expose your second child to that same unstable Situation?”
She sighed. Trapped by unassailablelogic.

"Please, Gid' He backed away to arm's length. " Stay away. Give me a couple of daysto help Lylefind
her bones. Then maybe the circumstances won't be so unstable or unpredictable and we can reassess the
whole Stuation.”

"Oh, dl right," she said. She didn't like it but she'd been backed into acorner. "l suppose a couple of
dayswon't matter.”

"Great." Helet out awhooshing breath. "That'sardlief."

"For you maybe. How about me?"

"What do you mean?"

"Well, if that houseis potentialy dangerous for me, what about for you?"
Jack smiled. "Did you forget? Danger ismy business.”

"I'm serious, Jack."

"Okay. I'll check inregularly.”

"Leave your phoneonin casel need to get in touch.”

"Will do." Hewriggled it out of his pocket and pressed a button. She heard abeep asit activated. He
glanced at the clock. " Got to go. Pick aplace for dinner—anyplace but Zen Paate—and I'll tell you all
about Kongtantin Kristadoulou's history of the Mendaus cdllar and the findings of our archeological dig
down there"

Giagghed. All secondhand, but she supposed it would have to do.

"And thekey ring," she said. That was what she wanted to know most of al. ™Y ou've got to tell me what
happens when you cross the threshold with that."

"Yeah," Jack said softly. "That could be very interesting. But how do you top an earthquake?”
9

"What?" Lyle said. He couldn't believe what held just heard. ™Y ou're joking, right? Y ou're pulling my
chan, isthat it?"



Charlie shook hishead as he pulled clothesfrom his dresser and dumped them on hisbed. He
concentrated on what he was doing, not making eye contact.

"Nope. Thisison thefo' red, bro. I'm geese."

Firgt the craziness this morning with the first three Sitters, seeing into their lives, their pasts, their
futures—what little there was for each of them. Now this. Hefelt asif hisworld was coming apart.

"But you can't leave. We're ateam. The Kenton brothers have always been ateam. Who brung ya,
Charlie?'

Finaly Charlielooked a him. His eyes glistened with tears. "Y ou think | want to? | don't. We gtill ateam,
Lyle, but not in thisgame, yo. And not in this house.”

"What do you mean?"

"I mean we bugt outta here together and start al over, givin' vaue for vaue, like Jack said.”
Jack... for amoment Lyle wished hedd never heard of him.

"Y ou mean dump the game?"

"Word. And yo, theway you playin' the gamelatdly, y'’know, cancdlin’' stters up and down, ain't gonna
be agame left, know'm sayin'?'

Lylewinced. Charlie had apoint. Lyle had canceled the morning's fourth stting dong with thewhole
afternoon. He couldn't handle any more. He hadn't told Charlie why.

Should hetell him now? No. It would only reinforce his determination to leave.
"But we don't know anything e se, Charlie. Well garvel”

"No way. We two smart guys. We get by."

"Get by? Since when is getting by enough? | want to make it, Charlie. So do you."

"Not no more. 'What profit it aman if he gainsthe whole world but loses hisimmorta soul? | wanna
savemy soul, Lyle. And yourstoo. That'swhy | want you to comewith me."

"Andif | don't?"

"Then| got to roll on my own."

"Roll onyour own?' Lyle gavein to ablistering surge of anger. "Why don't you think on your own?"
"Say what?'

"Thisisn't you talking. Thisisthat preacher down that brimstone-breething, tongue-speaking,
snake-handling wacko church you found, right?"

"We don't do no snake handlin'."

"Y ou're such asucker for these guys. It was the same back in Dearborn when that Reverend
What-his-name—"

"Rawlins”



"Right. Reverend Rawlins. He's the guy who told you to boycott the Harry Potter movie."
"That's because it promotes witchcraft.”

"How would you know? Y ou never saw it. Y ou never read aline of one of the books. And neither did
Rawlins. He got the word from someone else who hadn't read or seen them either. But you dl fell inline,
marching lockstep against Harry Potter with not a scrap of firsthand knowledge.”

Charlielifted hischin. "Don't gottado a drive-by to know it'swrong."

"Reading abook to make an informed decision is hardly the same as shooting someone. But you're doing
the samething here. It'sthis preacher at this new church, right? What's his name?"

"Reverend Sparks.”
"It'shim, right? He's the one who's put you up to this.”
"Didn't put me up to nothin'! Hetold methisain't no ghog, it'sademon and it's after our souls!”

A demon? Good thing Lyle hadn't mentioned the morning's strangeness. Charlie would probably think he
was possessed and try to drag him off to an exorcism.

"Has he been here, Charlie? Has he seen and heard and experienced what we have? No. Has he sifted
all the evidence that pointsto this being the ghost of agirl murdered back in the eighties? No. He hasn't
moved his ass from his church down there in Brooklyn but somehow he's got alock on what's happening
inour house, knowsit's not Tara Portman but Beelzebub instead. And you fal right in lineand go aong.”
Lyle shook his head, dismayed. "Y ou're a bright guy, bro, but you put your brain on standby whenever
one of these ministers opens hismouth.”

"Don't havetoligen to this." Charlie turned away and returned to emptying his dresser.

Lylesighed. "No, you don't. But what about that pin on your shirt? WWJD. What Would Jesus Do,
right? So why don't you ask yoursdlf that? Would Jesus run out on his brother?”

"Jesus didn't have no brother."

Lyleamogt said that some experts thought the apostle James was Jesus brother, but he wasn't going to
get into that now.

"Y ou know what | mean. Would he?'
"Who you to talk 'bout Jesus?"

"Come on, Charlie. Answer me. Y ou know he wouldn't. So how about you putting up with me for two
more days?'

"Why?' Charliedidn't look up. "Why should | risk even one more minute?"

"Because I'm your brother. Because we're blood and were the only family we have. How long've we
been ateam now?"

He shrugged. "Who knows."

"You know. Tdl me"



"A'ight." Helooked up, hisface amask of resentment. "Fifteen years.”
"Right And how long've we been in this house?"

"'Bout ayear. So what?'

"So, with dl that behind us, why can't you give me two more days?"
"What for? Where'sit go? We on adead-end street, Lyle."

"Maybe not. Think for yourself amoment instead of |etting the Reverend Sparks do it for you. Help me
dig around that cdllar.”

"No. Uh-uh. That'sthe demon'scrib.”
"Says who? Some guy who's never been here?"
"Reverend Sparks knows about these things."

"But he'snot infdlible. Only godisinfalible, right? So Sparky could be wrong. Go with that a moment.
What if he'swrong and what we've experienced hereisn't ademon but redlly the ghost of amurdered
child?What if wefind her remains and give them back to her folksfor aproper burid. Won't that be
doing god'swork?'

Charlie snorted and looked away. "Y eah, right. Y ou doing God's work."

"Takeit astep further: What if those remains|ead the copsto her killer and bring him to justice? Won't
that be agood thing? Won't that be doing god's work too?"

Lyle wanted to ask Charlie why the hell god would let a child be murdered in the first place, but sensed
his brother wavering and didn't want to blow it.

"Two days, Charlie. | bet if Jesus had awayward brother he'd give him a couple of daysif he asked for
them.”

Charlie shook hishead as hislipstwisted into arductant smile. "Dawg, | hear talk 'bout a silver-tongued
devil, and now | seeI'm related to him. A'ight. Two days and not aminute more. But this gottabe a
two-way ded: Nothin' crackin' by Friday night, I'm geese and you with me. Dedl ?"

Lyle hesitated. Me too? He hadn't figured on that being part of the deal, but then, he couldn't go on as
Ifasen without his brother. And if what had happened this morning was the start of a pattern, he wasn't
sureif Ifasen had any future a al, at least in this house. So he could see no downside in agreeing to
Charliesterms.

But they were going to find Tara Portman, or what was |eft of her. He could fed it.
He stuck out his hand.
"Ded.”
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"Mr. Bdlitto!" Gertrude cried in her booming voice as Eli stepped through the door. ™Y ou should be
updtarsresting!”

Shewas so right. Barbed wire raked across his groin as he shuffled toward the Carreramarble sales



counter. He should have stayed put, but he'd been fedling better after lunch and anap, and so heldd given
in to the urge to see his store, examine his stock, peruse the sales book. By the time held reached the
sdewak heredlized his mistake but by then he was beyond the point of no return: Unable to face, even
with Adrian's help, the prospect of turning and chalenging the narrow Everest between him and his bed,
he'd pushed on.

"Nonsense, Gert." He leaned heavily on his cane as he neared the counter. "'I'm fine. But do you think
you could bring that stool around front?*

"Of coursel" Her tightly pinned-back hair gleamed like polished onyx in the light of the overhead
fluorescents. Shelifted the stoal asif it weighed an ounce or two and bustled her hefty frame out from
behind the counter and set it before him. "There."

She gripped one arm and Adrian the other as he eased himself back onto the seat—not sitting, merely
leaning. He wiped the cold sweat from hisface with his shirtdeeve. The new clerk—what was his name?
Kevin?Y es, Kevin—came over, feather duster in hand, and gawked at him.

"I'm so sorry about what happened,” he said, and sounded asif he meant it.
But did heredly?

Eli hiresKevin and afew dayslater Eli is stabbed. A connection?
Somehow he doubted it, but it never hurt to examine al posshilities.

Eli suffered through abarrage of questions from histwo hirelings about the attack; Adrian gave his spiel
about loss of memory, leaving Eli with the task of supplying answers. He tossed off curt, oblique
responses until hed had enough.

"| redizethisisour dow season,” he said, "but surely you two must have something better to do.”

Both immediately buzzed off—Kevin to continue dusting the stock, Gert to continue entering new
inventory into the computer. Adrian wandered away, browsing the aides.

"How are receipts, Gert?" Eli said.

"About what you'd expect.” She picked up the black ledger and extended it toward him. "Asyou said,
it'sthe dow season.”

August was dways duggish, and sputtered to adead stop by Labor Day weekend when the city became
aghost town.

Eli opened the ol d-fashioned ledger—he preferred seeing handwritten words and numbers on paper
rather than a computer screen—and scanned through the day's scant sales. His eyeslit on oneitem.

"The sturgeon? We sold it?"

He'd had that stuffed monstrosity Sitting in the window since he'd opened the shop. He'd started to
believe it would be there when he closed the place.

"I not only sold it, | got the tag pricefor it." Gert beamed proudly. "Can you believeit? After dl these
years| do believe I'm going to missthat ugly old fish."

Eli flipped back to Tuesday, the day the green clerk had been here done, literaly and figuratively minding
the store.



Hewas dmost afraid to look. To hissurprise he saw afairly long list of sales. It seemed Kevin had risen
to the occasion. Maybe the boy—

Eli froze as his gaze cameto rest on aline that read: Key chain—$10—Jack.
No! It'snot... it can't... it's...

Gripping the counter for support, Eli levered himsdlf off the stool and began afrantic walk-shuffle toward
the rear, toward the display cabinet—his display cabinet.

"Mr. Bdlitto!" Gert cried behind him. "Be careful. Whatever it isyou need, I'll get it for you!"

Heignored Gert, ignored the flashes of pain strobing through his pelvis, and kept moving, leaning on his
cane as he rode the desperate edge of panic, trying to stay on thisside of it by telling himslf that the
entry was amistake, an antique watch fob that that dolt Kevin had mistaken for akey ring.

But urging him past that edge was the memory of the oddly dressed red-haired man who had comein
Sunday night and offered him ridiculous sumsfor aglly trinket. He hadn't given much thought to the
incident, writing the man off as someone killing time and playing the dickering game: If it'sfor sale, find
out how low it will go for; if it'snot, find out what it will take to make the owner part withit.

But now... now theincident loomed large and dark in hisbrain.

He rounded a corner. The cabinet wasin sight. Thelock... hedlowed himsdlf athin smile... thelock,
the dear, dear brass padlock was till in place and snapped closed, just like aways.

And the key ring, that cartoon rabbit key ring was—
Gonel!

Eli sagged againgt the cabinet, gripping the oak frame, sweat from his palm smearing the glassas he
stared at the empty spot on the second shelf.

No! He had to be dreaming! This had to be amistake!

He grabbed the padlock and yanked onit, but it held firm.

Thear seemed full of shattered glass, every breath shredding hislungs.

How? How could this be? He had the only key. Objects don't move through solid glass. So how—?
"Mr. Bdlitto!" Gert'svoice behind him.

"Eli!" Adrian. "What'swrong?'

And then they had him surrounded, Gert, Adrian, and the silent Kevin. Yes... Kevin, the weasdly,
sniveling little shit.

Eli glared a him. "Y ou sold something out of this cabinet, didn't you?"
"What?' Kevin paled and shook his head. "No, |—"
"Youdid! A key ringwith arabbit! Admit it!"

"Oh, that. Yes. But it couldn't have come from here. | don't have the key."



"It did!" Eli shouted. "Y ou know damnwell it came from here! Tell me how you got it out!”

"l didn't"" Helooked ready to cry. "The man brought it up to the counter. When | saw that it didn't have
apricetag—"

"There!" Heraised his cane and shook it in Kevin'sface. He wanted to besat his head to a spongy pulp.
"Right there that should have told you something! How do you sl something without apricetag? Tell
rTE"

"I-1-1 called you at the hospita about it."
"That'saliel" Heraised the cane higher. Hed do it. Hed kill him, right here and now.

"It'strue!” Kevin had tearsin hiseyes now. "I tried to ask you about it but you said to figure it out for
mysdf and hung uponme.”

Eli lowered the cane. Now he remembered.

"That waswhy you called?'

v

Eli cursed himsdf for not listening.

"Wheat did this man look like? Reddish hair, long in the back?"

Kevin shook his head. "No. He had brown hair. Brown eyes, | think. Very average looking. But he
cdled you by your first name and said you were friends. He even |eft hisname.”

Y es, Eli thought sourly. Jack. Useless. He knew no one named Jack.

Whoever it was must have picked the lock on the cabinet. But then... why pay for it? Why not just walk
out withitin his pocket?

Unless he wanted to make sure | knew.
Hestaunting me.
Just as his attacker had taunted him before stabbing him.

One man triesto buy the key ring Sunday night, another man attacks me and frees the lamb Monday
night, athird man virtudly stedsthe key ring the following morning.

Could they al be the same man?

Eli felt asheet of ice begin to form aong the back of his neck. Just as he stalked the lambs, was someone
gaking him?

"Get meupdars” hesadto Adrian. "Immediatdy.”
He had to get to his phone. He had anumber he needed to call.
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Jack approached the Menel aus house warily, the Roger Rabhbit key chain tight in hisfist. He stepped past
the dead bushes onto the front porch and stopped, waiting for something to happen.



After haf aminute or so of nothing happening except hisfeding alittle foolish, he rang the doorbell.
When no one answered, herang it again. Through the screen he heard the faint clank and clatter of
banging wood and stedl on stone. Sounded like Lyle and Charlie had started without him.

He pulled open the screen door and hesitated, remembering the first time held crossed this
threshold—the unearthly scream, the earthly tremor. What would happen thistime, now that he was
holding something that might have belonged to whatever had invaded this house?

Better play it safe, he thought.

He tossed the key chain into the waiting room and stepped back.

No scream, no tremor. Nothing.

Jack stood and watched Roger lie spread-eagle on the floor, grinning and staring at the ceiling.
A little more waiting, accompanied by alot more nothing.

Disappointment veered toward anger as Jack stepped through the door and snatched the key chain from
the floor. He suppressed the urge to turn and drop kick it onto the front lawn. He'd been so damn sure.

Ah, wdll. It was agood try. And he had to admit he was somewhat relieved not to have to face proof
that Bdllitto was connected to Tara Portman. Hed come to fear coincidences.

He stuffed Roger into a pocket and followed the work noisesinto the kitchen and down the cellar sairs.
Along theway he heard another sound. Music. Jazz. Miles. Something from Bitches Brew.

Jack reached the bottom of the steps and stopped to watch the brothers Kenton at work. They'd ditched
their shirtsand looked surprisingly muscular for acouple of guysin the spook trade. Their black skins
glistened from the effort asthey pried at the sheets of pandling and hacked at the studs behind them. A
ten- or twelve-foot span had been stripped away, exposing dull gray rows of granite block. Neither had
any ideahed arrived.

"Started without me, | see" Jack said.

Lyle jumped and turned, raising his pry bar. He huffed out a bresth and lowered it when he recognized
Jack.

"Dont dothat!" hesaid. "Not in thishouse."

"Yo, Jack," Charlie said, waving. "Sup?'

"Lots. Giapad avidgt to Tara Portman'sfather.”

"By hersdf?' Lyle asked.

"Without tdling me."

"That girl got game," Charliesad. " She learn anything?'

Jack gave them a brief rundown of what Joe Portman had told Gia

"S0," Lyle said dowly, "theriding clothes she was wearing when Gia saw her match the clothes shewas
wearing when she was snatched.”



"Don't befooled,” Charliesaid. "It'snot Tara Portman.”

Lylerolled hiseyes. "Not thisagain.”

"Y ou won't listen, maybe Jack will. Y ou had your doubts too, right, Jack?'
"Yeah, but..." What was he stepping into here?

"I spoke to my minister and he says there are no ghogsts, only demons pretending to be ghoststo lure the
faithful away from God."

"Noworry inmy case" Lylesaid. "I'm not among the faithful "

"That's because you don't believein anything,” Charlie said with some hegt. "Only thing you believeinis
your disbelief. Dishdief isyour religion.”

"Maybeitis. | can't hepit. | wasborn with askeptica mind." He turned to his brother. "Now | ask you,
isthat fair? If God gives me a skeptical nature and you an accepting one, then you're going to be a
believer and I'm not. If belief isaticket to eterna happiness, I'm definitely handicapped. God givesmea
mind capable of asking questions and what?—I'm damned if | useit?’

Charliesdark eyeswere sad. "Y ou just gottagive your heart to Jesus, bro. "Whosoever beieveth in him
shdl not perish but have everlagting life™

"But | can't. That's my point. I'm the type who needsto know. | didn't ask to be thisway, but that's how
itis. | am smply not capable of adjusting my whole existence to accommodate something that must be
accepted on faith, on the word of people I've never met, people who've been dead for thousands of
years. | cant livelikethat. It'snot me" He shrugged. "Hell, I'm ill not sure | believein thisghogst.”

"Wait asec," Jack sad. "What's this about not believing in your ghost? Why are you doing this demoalition
work then?"

He shrugged. "I'm caught between. Certain aspects of this Stuation don't jibe."
"Likewhat?"

"Well, likethat song, for instance. | heard what sounded like alittle girl Snging. But how can aghost Sing?
Or talk, for that matter?"

"If it can smash mirrors and write in dust, why shouldn't it be ableto sing and talk?"
"It'sgot no voca cords, and no lungsto push air past them if it did. So how does it make noise?"

Jack thought he knew the answer. "Last | heard, noiseis nothing more than vibrating air. If thisthing can
smash amirror, I'd think it should be ableto vibrate air."

Lyle nodded, grinning. He turned to Charlie. "See? That'swhat | need. An explanation | can snk my
teeth into. Not smply saying 'It's God'swill.' That won't cut it."

"It will, bro," Charliesaid. "When that find trumpet blows, it will."
"Soyou believe

"I know, Lyle."



"That'sjusdt it: You don't know. And neither do |. Neither of uswill ever know until we die.”

Thiswas getting alittle heavy. Jack waked over to the exposed granite blocks and ran ahand over the
stone. Cold. And clammy. He pulled his hand away. For amoment there it felt asif the surface had
shifted under histouch. Helooked &t his hand, then at the stone. Nothing had changed. Hetried it again
and fdlt that same strange, squirming sensation.

"Looking for something?" Lyle asked.
"Just checking out these blocks."

As he moved to another stone, he glanced back and noticed Lyle staring at him. More than
Saring—squinting at him, asif trying to bring him into focus.

"Something wrong?'
Lyleblinked. "No. Nothing."

Jack turned back to the stones. He found one with a cross-shaped pocket and noticed scratch marksin
the granite around the depression.

"Didn't the Greek say some of the stones had inlaid crosses?”’

"Right," Lylesaid, moving closer. "Brassand nickd."

Jack ran afinger over the gouges. "L ooks like Dmitri was none too gentle in digging them out.”
"Y eah, | noticed those before. | wonder what he did with them?"

"Maybe he used them as grave markers.”

"Maybe he wanted to make the place more hospitable to demons,” Charlie said. "They can't bear the
presence of across.”

In an effort to head off another argument that wasn't going to settle anything, Jack grabbed a pry bar and
heldit up.

"What say we take down the rest of the panding?'
"Why bother?' Charlie said. "Probably just more of the same.”

Jack jabbed the straight end of the bar through a section of paneling and felt the tip strike the stone
beyond. He reversed the bar, shoved the curved end into the opening, and ripped away a chunk of the
laminated wood. Despite the nagging tug of discomfort in hisflank, it felt good. Sometimes he liked to
break things. Liked it alot.

"Maybe not. Welook hard enough, we might find that some of these blocks aren't mortared like the
others. That they dide out and there's some sort of hidey hole behind them. Who knows what well find
there? Maybe what's left of Tara Portman.”

Charliesad, "It'snot TaraPortman, | tell you, itsa—"
"Wait." Lyle hed up ahand. " Something's happening.”
Jack looked around. He hadn't heard anything.



What?"
"Don't you fed it?'

Jack glanced at Charlie who looked just as confused.
"Fed what?'

Lyleturnedinadow circle. "Something's coming.”

Then Jack felt it too. A chill, asense of gathering, asif dl thewarmth in the room were being sucked
into its center to drain away through an invisible black hole there, leaving asteadily growing knot of cold
initsplace.

Cold stabbed Jack high on hisright thigh, so cold it burned. He clutched at the spot and felt afrozen
lump in the pocket. The key ring! He clenched histeeth as he dropped to his knees—God, it hurt—and
clawed at the pocket, reaching in, trying to grab the key ring but the skin of hisfingersstuck toiit likea
wet tongue to afrozen wrought iron fence. He peeled hisfingers away, losng some skin, and yanked at
thefabric, pulling it out, inverting the pocket. Finaly the Roger Rabbit figure appeared and tumbled
toward thefloor.

But it never landed. Instead it dipped and then rose and darted toward the center of the cellar. Thereit
hovered intheair. Jack saw arime of frost form along the figureslimbs, then the head, findly engulfing
the trunk.

A high keening wail began to echo the air, growing in pitch and volume as Jack pushed himself back up
to hisfeet. The frost thickened on the Roger Rabhit figure, and Jack thought he heard the plastic creak
and crinkle asit became brittle from the intense cold.

Suddenly the wail became a screech of rage as Roger's head snapped off and hurtled acrossthe cellar. It
struck one of the granite blocks and shattered into powder that scattered and swirled like drifting snow.
Then an arm snapped off and flashed in the opposite direction, just missing Charlie's head. Jack ducked
asan arm narrowly missed him.

More piecesflew asthe frenzied screech rose in pitch and volume. And then there were no more pieces
and yet il the enraged howl rose until Jack had to cover his ears. The sound became aphysical thing,
battering himuntil...

It stopped.

As suddenly as the sound had begun, silence returned. The sense of presence disspated aswdl until
Jack felt that the cellar was again occupied by just the three of them.

He shook hishead to relieve theringing in hisears. It didn't work.

Lyle and Charlie looked shaken, but Jack felt oddly cam. Deadly cam.

"What the hell wasthat dl about?' Lyle said.

"Yeah," Charliesaid. "What'd you have in your pocket? Looked like that cartoon rabbit..."
"Roger Rabbit."

"Yeeh"



Lyle snorted alaugh and shook his head. "Roger Rabbit. Just the sort of thing to drive the average demon
into afrenzy."

Charlietook a step toward his brother. "Warning you, Lyle—"

Jack jumped in. "Tara Portman's father told Giathat Tarawas a Roger Rabbit fan. | waswondering if
that key ring might be hers.”

"Judging from what just happened,” Lyle said, bending and rubbing his finger through the powdery
remains of one of Roger'slegs, "I think she answered you with avery big yes."

"That shedid," Jack said, nodding. "And she dso identified her killer."

But his satisfaction a solving the mystery was marred by the unanswered question of how and why hed
cometo beinvolved.
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Giasat in apew three-quarters back from the altar under the vaulted celling and waited for peace.

Sheld taken adow walk from Sutton Square down to St Patrick's Cathedral. She wasn't sure why sheld
come, hadn't conscioudy headed thisway. Sheld smply gone for awalk as abreak from painting and
found hersdf on Fifth Avenue. She ambled past St. Pat's and then doubled back to visit, hoping to find
some of the serenity and inner peace religion was supposed to bring. So far it remained elusive.

The sense of isolation was welcome, though. Here in this huge, stone-wrapped space she felt cut off from
the bustling redlity just beyond the tal oak doors and insulated from the need that called to her from that
housein Agtoria

She sat done and watched the gaggles of tourists wandering in and out, the Catholics blessing themselves
with holy water and lighting candles, the rest standing around and gawking at the gothic arches, the
gtations of the cross spaced dong the sde walls, the larger-than-life statues, the giant crucifix, the gilded
dtar.

The images drew Giaback to her yearsin Our Lady of Hope grammar school in Ottumwa. Not a
particularly Cathaolic town, but then lowawasn't a particularly Catholic state. Thereld been enough
Cathalic kidstofill theloca church school though, and keep the nuns of the convent busy as teachers. Of
all that black-robed crew, she best remembered Sister Mary Barbara—known to all the kids as Sister
Mary Barbed-wire. Not because she'd liked the nun; quite the opposite: she'd scared the hell out of Gia.

Sster Mary Barbed-wire had been the Catholic equivadent of a Baptist hellfire preacher, always harping
on theawful punishments awaiting sinners, dl the horrorsthe God of Love would inflict upon those who
disappointed Him. Everlasting suffering for missng mass on Sunday, or falling to make your Easter duty.
Little Gia bought the whole package, living in terror of dying with amortal sinon her soul.

Luckily Our Lady of Hope hadn't had a high school; that allowed Giato escape to the secular den of
iniquity known asthe public school system. But sheld still remained a practicing Cathaolic, attending CCD
classes and CY O dances.

Sometime during the eighties, however, she drifted away and never returned. Not that she stopped
believing in God. She couldn't buy into atheism, or even agnosticism. God existed, she was sure. Shewas
also pretty sure He didn't care much about what went on here. Maybe He watched, but He certainly
didn't act.



To her child'seyesthe Old Testament God had appeared stern and imposing; now He seemed like a
cranky, petulant adolescent with poor impulse control, creating cataclysms, sending plagues, striking
down an entire nation's first-born maes. She found the New Testament God much more appedling, but
somewhere dong the way the whole redemption and damnation thing had stopped making senseto her.
Y ou didn't ask to be born but once you were you had to toe the belief line or spend eternity suffering in
hell. Easy to believe back in the Old Testament days when He burned bushes, parted seas, and sent
commandments on stone tablets. But these days God had become remote, no longer weighing in on
human affairs, yet still demanding faith. It didn't seem fair.

Of course, if You're God, You don't haveto befair. Y ou hold al the marbles. What Y ou say goes.
Sill...

Giahad tried to come back to the church after Vicky was born. A child should have some mora
foundation to build on, and the church seemed atried and true place to start. In the back of her mind too
had been theideathat if Giareturned to thefold, God would protect Vicky.

But Gia couldn't make it work. And it was terrifyingly obviousthat God did not protect children. They
died from brain tumors and leukemias and other cancers, from being run over, shot, €ectrocuted,
dropped from buildings, incinerated in housefires, and in other uncountable, unimaginable ways. Clearly
innocence was not enough to earn God's protection.

So where was God?

Did the Born Agains haveit right? Jesuswas their persona savior who watched their every move and
answered their prayers? They prayed to Jesusthat their old jaopy would start on acold morning and if it
did they praised Him and gave Him thanks for the rest of the day. Gia couldn't get comfortablewith a
view of God that turned the Creator of the Universe into some sort of cosmic errand boy for His True
Believers. Children were starving, Tara Portmans were being abducted and murdered, politica prisoners
were being tortured, wives were being abused, but God ignored their pleasfor relief in order to answer
the True Believers prayersfor good weether on the day of the church picnic. Did that make sense?

Y et when she considered the Born Agains she knew—only afew, but good people who seemed to
practice what they preached—and saw their serenity, their inner peace, she envied them. They could say,
"Let go, let God," with atrue, unshakable confidence that God would take care of them and everything
would work out in the end. Giawanted that tranquillity for hersdlf, craved it, but the ability—perhapsthe
hubris—to believe she mattered to the Creator of the Universe and could have His ear remained beyond
her.

At the other extreme was the God who ignited the Big Bang, then turned His back and waked away,
never to be seen again.

Gia sensed the truth lay somewhere between. But where?

And wheredid TaraPortman fit in dl this? Had she come back on her own, or had she been sent back?
Andwhy?Why did Giafed this connection to her?

Giasghed and rose. Whatever the reasons, she wasn't going to find them here.

She stepped out into the bright afternoon sunshine and headed home. When she reached Sutton Square
sheran into Rosa, the Silverman's maid. Their townhouse was two doors down from Gia

"Did that policeman find you?' Rosasaid. She had a broad face and a thick body, and was dressed in



her after-work street clothes.

Gids heart froze. "What policeman?'

"The one who knock on your door little while ‘'go."

Oh, God! Vicky! Something's happened!

Shefumbled in her bag for her keys. "What did he say? What did he want?"'

"Heask if you home. He ask if you leave you little girl home aone when you go out.”

"What?' She found the keys, singled out the one for the front door. "Did he say why he wanted to
know?'

"No. | tol' him no, never. | say little miss away at camp. He ask what camp, | say | don' know."

Gias knees weakened with relief. For amoment there she'd thought the camp had sent a cop to ddliver
terrible news about Vicky. But if he hadn't even known shewas away ...

Wait aminute. What was he doing here then? Why was a cop asking about Vicky?
"Rosa, are you sure hewas a cop?'

"Oh sure. He have cop car and..." She moved her hands up and down the front of her body. "Y ou
know..."

"Uniform?'
"Uh-huh! Thasit. All blue. He was cop, yes."
"Did you happen to see his badge number?

The maid shook her head. "No. | no think to look.” She narrowed her eyes. "Now that | think, | don’
remember seeing no badge.”

"Did he mention me or Vicky by name?"
"No... | don'thin' s0."

"Thank you, Rosa." Giamissed her first try on inserting the key, made it on the second. "I'm going to look
into this"

Onceingdethefirg thing Giadid was call the camp. No, they hadn't called the NYPD. Vicky and
everyone el se a the camp werefine.

Next cal, her local precinct, the Seventeenth. No, they hadn't had any calls to send someone over to
Sutton Square. He might have come from another precinct, but no one could say why.

Giahung up, relieved that Vicky was safe, but unsettled by anyone, cop or not, asking about her
daughter.

Had he been an impostor? No, Rosa had said held arrived in acop car.

Giathought of Tara Portman. What if Tara had been picked up by apolice car? A cop saying her mother
had been hurt and held take her to her. Vicky would fall for that. Any kid would.



Whoever the cop was, he hadn't learned anything other than the fact that Vicky was away at camp. And
he didn't know which camp because Rosa couldn't tell him.

She wanted to call Jack, but what could he do? He wasthe last person on earth to have aninside line
into what the NY PD might be up to.

All she could do was pray that—

Giafrowned. Pray... that was what you did when trouble came knocking. Even if you'd lost your faith,
old habitsdied hard.

Sheld pray that it was al a mix-up and the cop had the wrong address.
That would do until Jack got home.
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"Let meseeif I've got this sequence down right,” Lyle said.

They had just about al the pandling stripped from thewall now, and were working on the bracing studs.
They till hadn't found any loose stones. Every one so far had been mortared tight to its neighbors.

Something about these stones gave Jack the creeps. They gave off an dien vibe that made him want to
cover them again, hide them from human sight. They didn't belong here, and it dmost seemed they knew
it and wanted to be back where they'd come from—Romania, wasn't it? The ones that had had their
crossinlays ripped out were the worst. The empty pockets looked like dead eye sockets, staring a him.

Asthey'd worked Jack had told them how he'd come into possession of Tara Portman's key
ring—Ieaving out names, of course, and sdestepping mention of hisknife fight with Eli Bellitto.

Lyle began counting off on hisfingers. "First you meet Junie Moon, you bring her here, you step across
the threshold, and awaken Tara Portman. Two days |ater someone hires you to watchdog someone he
saysishisbrother but who you later learn isan only child. In the course of guarding the brotherless man
you snag akey ring off him which just happensto belong to Tara Portman.” He shook hishead. "Talk
about whedswithin wheds."

And no more coincidences, Jack thought glumly, wondering at the purpose behind al this. And why was
Giainvolved? Thiswhole Stuation was giving him avery unsettled feding.

Lyle pried a Frishee-size remnant of pandling from atwo-by-four stud and scaled it onto the growing
junk pile at the back end of the cellar.

"But just having Taras key ring doesn't make this guy her killer. He could have found it on the sdewalk
or picked it up a agarage sale."

Jack wondered how much he could tell these two. Since they lived on his side of the law, he decided to
trust them with alittle more.

"What if | told you that | saw him snatch akid while | waswatchdogging him?"
Charlie gave him awide-eyed stare. "Y ou frontin' me, right?"

Jack shook hishead. "1 wish. And if that's not enough, this guy has awhole cabinet full of kids junk. Like
atrophy case.”



"Oh, man." Lyle had aqueasy look. "Oh, man. What happened to that snatched kid?"

"l unsnatched him.”

"Yo! Yo!" Charlie pointed awaggling finger a Jack. "The Vietnamese kid! That wasyou?'
"I'd rather not say."

"It wasyou!" Charliegrinned. "You ahero, G."

Jack shrugged and turned back to the stud he'd been prying loose from the blocks. Wordslike "hero™
made him uncomfortable. Like "art,” it tended to be thrown around alittle too easily these days.

"Y ou'dve done the same. Anybody would have." He shifted the talk away from himsdlf. "I'll bet anything
theresalink between this guy and the late, great Dmitri Mendaus. If I'm right, I'm afraid we can count on
finding more than just Tara Portman's remains down here.”

Which would work right into Lyles PR plans.

Lyleleaned againgt thewadll. "A sexrid killer." He didn't sound happy.

"Morethan one," Jack said. "A ring of them maybe. If | can establish alink with Dmitri..."
"What then?'

He found a groove between two blocks behind the two-by-four and dipped the pry bar into it. To the
squedling accompaniment of protesting nails and the crackle of splintering fir, he wrenched the stud free
with aviciousyank.

"A few people are going to wish they'd never been born."
Lyle stared a him. " Someone hire you to do that?'
"No."

Jack till wanted to know who'd hired him to watch Eli Bdllitto, but no, no one would be paying him for
what was going to happen to Bellitto and his crew.

"Then why're you going after them? | thought you were apay-or-play guy. Feefor service, and dl that.
Why thefreghie?"

"Because”
"That's not an answer."
"Yegh,itis"

"Praisethe Lord!" Charlie said. His eyes glowed like aminiature sun had lit in his head. "Praise the Lord!
Y ou see what's goin' down here, don'tcha?”

Lylesad, "I'm dmost afraid to hear this."
"Jack, you an ingrument of God."

"Yeah?' Hed been called alot of things snce held started hisfix-it business, but never that.



"Truethat! The guy hired you to hound thiskiller? A messenger from God, yo. He point you &t the killer
S0 you be there when that little kid need you."

"Redlly. What about dl those other kidsthis guy's done? The oneslike Tara Portman and who knows
how many others?'

"Dawg, don't you see? God sent you here to even the score.”
"Youthink s0," Jack said.

Lylelaughed. "Hey, that's one ass-backwards god you've got there, bro. Where was he when Tara
needed him? | mean, he's not paying attention. If he was, theré'd be no scoreto even. Too little, too late,
if you ask me."

Charlie glowered at hisbrother. "Didn't ask you."

"And what happened to this demon you were talking about?' Lyle said. "First you tell usweve got a
demon sent by Satan, and now we've got Jack sent by god. Whichisit?'

Jack wanted to tell Lyle to ease up on hisbrother, but it wasn't his place. What was it with Lyle anyway?
He seemed wound astight asthat clock Jack had bought yesterday.

"That'sit." Charliethrew down his pry bar. "I'm outta here."

"No way. We have aded. Two days."

"Yo, | ain't standin’ herelistenin' to you trash the Lord. Blagphemy wasn't no part of the dedl.”
Jack watched them, wondering what the hell they were talking about.

Lyleheld up hishands. "All right, I'm sorry. My bad. | was out of line. It's been atough day. Truce,
okay?'

"Truce sounds good,” Jack said. "L et's keep at this. Weve only got alittle waysto go beforeit'sal
down."

"A'ight," Charliesaid. "Wekeep at it."

"If we're going to do that, can we change the music?' The endless progression of cutsfrom Milesand
Bird and now Coltrane was getting on his nerves.

Lylefrowned. "Don't tell meyou dont like Trane."

"I guessI'm not cool enough for jazz. Or maybe not smart enough.”

"How 'bout Gospel?' Charlie said with ady grin. "'l got awhole collection upstairs.”
Jack leaned onthewall. "Y ou know... if it'sgot words and melody, I'm willing."
"Why not abreak from music?' Lyle said. "Just the sound of men hard at work."
Jack attacked another stud. "'l can handle that.”

After aminute or so Jack sensed eyes on the back of his neck and turned to find Lyle doing his
gare-squint thing again. Thiswasthe third or fourth time held caught him.



"Doyou find me étractive, Lyle?'

Lyleblinked. "Not at dl. Y ou're not my type."

"Then why do you keep staring & me?”'

Lyle glanced a Charlie, then back to Jack. "If you must know, I'm trying to bring you into focus."
Jack'sturn to blink. ™Y ou want to run that by me again?'

"When| look at you you're... fuzzy."

"Maybe you ought to invest in some glasses.”

"It'snot likethat. | look at Charlie here and | see him bright and clear. | ook a you and your features
and most of the rest of you are clear and sharp, but around the edges... | don't have a better word for it
than fuzzy."

Jack had to smile. "Isthis acharacter assessment?”

"It'snot funny, man." Lyle's eyes held ahaunted look.

"When did it start? | didn't notice you staring a me when we were meeting with the Greek."
"It wasn't happening then. Maybe it'sthishouse. | know it's done some weird shit to me.”

"Yo, likewhat?' Charlie stepped forward, staring at his brother, the animosity of amoment ago giving
way to brotherly concern. "This got to do with you canceling al those sittings?*

Lyle nodded, his haunted look growing. " Something's happened to me. | think it was that blood bath
yesterday. It... did something to me.”

"Likewhat?" Jack said.
"l can seethings, know things | have no way and no right to know."

He told them about the morning's Sitters, about seeing one woman's runaway husband, about another's
lost pet—dead pet, roadkill on Twenty-seventh Street. He couldn't contact another's dead wife; yeah,
she was dead but she was gone. No messages from beyond her grave.

"It'sasif someone or something's playing gameswith me. Some of the powers I've been faking al these
years... | really seem to have them now. At least while I'm in thishouse.”

"And | look fuzzy to you." Jack didn't know what to make of that, but he didn't see how it could be
good.

Lyle nodded. "Not when we were down at Kristadoulou's, but here, in the house... yes. Theré's more.
With the sittersthismorning... | think | could have handled what | was seeing and feding from them if
that had been al. But | was seeing into their futuresaswell. At least it felt likel was, but..." He shook his
head. "'l don't know. What | was seeing didn't seemright or... possible.”

"Y ou got that right, bro," Charlie said. "Only God can peep the future.”

Again that haunted look in Lyl€seyes. "I hope you'reright, because if what | saw has any validity, there's
not much future left.”



"What's that mean?' Jack said.

Lyle shrugged. "Wish | knew. Thethree stterstoday... when | touched them | saw what their lives
would befor the next year and ahdf or so, and they were each different up to acertain point, but after
that it was dll the same: darkness. And when | say darkness here | don't mean just the absence of light, |
mean acold, hard, living blacknessthat just seemsto gobble them up.”

Jack's gut gave atwist as he remembered someone he loved talking about something very smilar, telling
him with her find words about a coming darkness that would soon "roll over everything," how only a
handful of people would stand in itsway, and that he'd be one of them.

Could Lyl€'s darkness be the same?
"When did you see this happening?'
"Not long," Lylesaid. "I got theimpression with al three of them that it happensin less than two years.”

"Three random people," Jack sad, "al buying it around the sametime, in the same way. Maybethe
explanation could be this new second sight of yourshasalimit, or..."

"Or one hdl of acataclysm is heading our way."

"Praise God!" Charlie said, hiseyesglowing again. "It'sthe Rapture! Y ou seen the Rapture! It'slike when
God takesthe faithful to heaven, leaving the rest behind in the darkness! Those sitters you touched, Lyle,
they ain't been saved—if they were they wouldn't be foolin' ‘round with no spirit medium. Y ou touched
logt souls, Lyle"

"If that'swhat you want to believe—"

"The End Times! Reverend Sparks been talkin' 'bout al the signs pointin’ to the end comin' soon! Praise
God, he'sright!" He held out his hand. "Here. Touch me, bro.”

Lyledidnt actually move, but he seemed to shrink back. "Hey, Charlie, | don't think so. And anyway, |
thought you didn't believein thisstuff.”

"Who can figure how God works?' Charlie stepped closer. "The Book say the dead'll rise comethe End
Times. Maybethisiswhereit sarts. Comeon, Lyle. Try me."

Jack watched Lyle hesitate, then reach toward his brother's outstretched hand. A shock of darm shot
through him, urging him to warn Lyle off, tell him not to do it. But he bit it back. Lyle and Charlie were
brothers. Where was the harm? What could happen?

Lylesfingers gripped Charliesin afirm handshake. The two stood staring into each other's eyes.
"Wel?' Charliesaid.

Lyle's mouth worked, then he et out an anguished cry. His eyesrolled back as he sagged to his knees
and started coughing. He clutched at histhroat with hisfree hand asif he were choking.

"Let go!l" Jack shouted to Charlie.

"Cant!" Charligseyeswerewild ashe pulled at Lylesfingers, trying to loosen them. "He crushin' my
hand!"

Lyle was kicking and writhing now, looking like aman in his death throes. Thiswas scary ashdll. Jack



stepped forward, ready to help Charlie break contact, when Lyle suddenly quieted. His rasping breaths
stopped for an agonizing moment, then restarted with a cough and agasp. Finally he released Charli€'s
hand and dumped the rest of the way to the floor.

Jack bent over him. "Lyle! Lyle, can you hear me?”’

Lylerolled over and opened his eyes. They looked dull, bloodshot. He looked around and blinked asiif
held just stepped out of acave. His gaze cameto rest on his brother standing over him, frozen in shock.

Charliesvoice wasvery smdl. "Lyle? Y ou okay?'

"Dumb question,” Lyle croaked as he propped himself up on one elbow. "Do | ook okay?"
Histongue worked in and out of his mouth as he sat up.

"What'swrong?' Jack said.

"My mouth. Tagteslikedirt."

"It bad, an'tit," Charliesad in that same smadl voice.

Lyle bent his knees and rested his forehead against them. "It started out bad, | can tdll you that. It's
mostly ablur, but | know for amoment there | felt asif | was suffocating, redlly and truly choking to
death, but then the fegling passed. After that it al became pretty vague and jumbled for awhile, but then |
cameto that same hungry darkness | saw with the others.” He looked up at his brother. "But we come
through it, the both of us. I mean, it seemslike we do because were il together whenit'sal over.”

"Praise God!" Charlie said, his voice stronger now. "That can only mean you get yourself saved before
the Rapture." He lifted hisarms and looked up. "God, you are so great and good to have mercy on my
brother and |."

Lyle glanced at hisbrother, sighed, then held out a hand for Jack to help him up.

Jack hesitated. "Y ou sure you want to do that?' Jack was sure he didn't want anyone looking into his
future. And they could stay out of his past and present too whilethey were et it.

"You've got apoint there." Lyle pushed himsdlf to hisfeet. He staggered a step when he was fully upright.
"Man." He shook his head. "Maybe wed better cdl it aday.”

"Probably agood ideg," Jack said. "We haven't found oneloose stonein the whole damn wall. That
means tomorrow we start on the floor. Probably should have started there in the first place.”

Lyle nodded. "Y eah. If Dmitri wasinvolved with Tara Portman, and maybe more missing kids, | can
think of only one reason for adirt floor al those years.”

Jack walked over to the gap in the floor and examined the edge of the concrete.

"Shouldn't be too bad ajob. Lookslikeit's only two inchesthick. Y ou could rent ajackhammer and
make short work of it."

Lyle shook hishead. "Rather not if | can avoid it. Too much noise. I'm not looking to attract attention.”
Jack glanced at him. "Not yet, anyway."
A flat smile. "Right. Not yet. You mind if wetry by hand first?"



"Sure. If you think you'll be up for it tomorrow, sowill 1."

"I'll be up for it. But only till mid-afternoon. I'm spesking to awomen's club in Forest Hillstomorrow."
He held up apinky and pursed hislips. "Pre-dinner speaker to the ladies, don't you know."

"Hoping to expand your clientele?’

Hesighed. "Y eah. That was the case when | arranged the gig." He glanced at his brother. "Now, maybe
I'm just wasting my time." He perked up as he faced Jack, but it seemed to take effort. "Anyway, I'll
cancedl tomorrow's Sttings and well start off bright and early. If nothing else, it'll be agood workout.”

A good workout. .. right. What would aso be good, but far from pleasant, would be finding Tara
Portman's remains and putting her to rest. Maybe then Giawould put the little girl behind her. And maybe
then Jack could find out what dl this meant and why he wasinvolved.

Maybe.
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Jack loped down Ditmars toward the subway, passing rows of ethnic stores propping up gray-stone
triple-decker apartments. Rush hour was in full swing with the sidewalks cramped and the streets stop
and go. Heturned onto Thirty-first Street and was headed toward the looming elevated N linewhen his
phonerang. Hefished it out of his pocket and hit the send button.

"Hey, hon. What'sup?"

But it wasn't Gia on the other end.

"Am | spesking to Jack?' said afaintly accented male voice that cracked his name like awhip.
Jack stopped waking. "Who'sthis? Whao're you calling?'

"I'm calling the one who tried to kill me Monday night. Would that be you, Jack?"

Bdlitto! How had he got this number? That bothered him, but the scalding fury of redlizing hewas
speaking to Tara Portman's killer engulfed his concern. He looked around, then backed into the doorway
of agyro-souvlaki shop.

"Eli!" Jack said. Hefdt hislipstightening, pulling back from histeeth. "If I'd wanted to kill you, you'd be
making this cal from your grave. | didn't recognize your voice. Maybe that's because last time | heard it
you were whining like afrightened child. Y ou know what afrightened child soundslike, don't you?'

"Just asyou do, I'm sure.”
"What's that supposed to mean?"

"Oh, come now, Jack, or whatever your real nameis. Don't take mefor afool. | know more about you
than you think | do."

Unease blunted Jack's fury. Was Bdllitto bluffing? He knew Jack's name—no, wait. Jack had had Eli's
clerk write Jack next to Taras key-chain entry in the sale book. That was how he'd got the name. But
somehow Eli had found Jack's Tracfone number. What else did he know?



"I know you're apractitioner.”
"Redly?' Wherewasthisgoing?" Of what?"

Aningant's hestation, asif Bellitto was unsure of how much he should say, then, “The Ceremony, of
course.”

The word meant nothing to Jack, but Bellitto's tone had loaded it with so much portent he knew he had
to play along.

Hefeigned agasp of shock. "How... how did you know?"

Bdlitto laughed softly. "Because 've been a practitioner so much longer than you, so much longer than
anyone. And your designs are pathetically transparent.”

"Arethey now?'
"Yes. Y ou want to take over my Circle.”

Jack had no ideawhat he was talking about but wanted to keep him going, maybe find out what made
him tick and use some of that asapoint of attack. Because Eli Bdllitto was going down. Hard. Only a
matter now of when and where.

"I have my own circle, so why would | want yours?'

"Because mine is so much more powerful. I've been performing the Ceremony for hundreds of years
and—"

"Wait. Did you say 'hundreds?'

"Y es. Hundreds. | am two hundred and thirty-two yearsold."
Jack shook his head. This guy was Froot Loop city.

"l had noidea”

"Now you see what you're up against. My Circle extendsinto all areas of power and influence. And you
want it for yoursdf, don't you."

"My circle runs pretty deep and wide itsdf, and—"

The voice hardened. "Y oursis nothing! Nothing! Y ou caught me by surprise Monday night, but that
won't happen again. | have my Circle casting its net for you. Y ou're clever, but you're no match for me.
We have your Tracfone number and soon well have your name, and once we have that, you're finished!™

Jack had a pretty good idea of how they'd got his phone number. Hed made only one call since his
tete-a-tete with Bdllitto, and that had been to 911 to report the kid. EM S would have recorded the
number on caller ID. Figuring out from there that it was a Tracfone was no big dedl, but to get the
number in thefirst place did indicate a certain amount of suck with officialdom, maybe even the NYPD
itsdlf.

Maybe Bellitto wasn't blowing smoke. Maybe he was aswell connected as he said.

And maybe he was trying to keep Jack talking instead of the other way around. If his"circle’ had a
couple of tracking carsriding around, tracing this cal, could they triangulate on Jack's position and move



in?
Lucky for him hewasfar from home,

Jack stepped away from the building and rejoined the pedestrian flow toward the elevated tracks. Hed
keep the call going for awhilelonger, then step on atrain and zoom away.

"What'sthe matter?' Bellitto said. "Cat got your tongue?"

Jack forced alaugh. "How typically unorigind. Y ou haven't aclue asto who | am or what I'm up to. And
you never will. Your timeisfinished, Eli. Timefor anew generation to take over. Step asde or die.”

"Never! The Ceremony ismine! | don't know how you found out about it, but no Johnny-Come-Latdly is
going to usurp my power!"

Johnny-Come-Lately? Usurp? This guy was too much.

But this Ceremony hewasranting about. .. Jack had asick feding it might involvekilling children. If he
was right, maybe he could turn it on its head to give Bellitto a swift kick in hisaready cut-up bals.

"Theold origind recipe Ceremony might be yours, Eli, but I've done my own variation onit. The
Ceremony, Version two-point-oh, isal mine."

"What?" An uncertain note here. "What are you talking about?"

"I've reversed the Ceremony, Eli."

"l don't understand.”

"I can bring them back."

"What? Nonsense! That'simpossible!”

"Isit? That was me in the store on Sunday trying to buy the Roger Rabbit key ring."
"You?But... but why would you want it?"

"Not me. | didn't want it. Tarawanted it."

"Who?'

"TaraPortman.” Jack swore he heard a sharp intake of breath on the other end. ™Y ou remember her,
don't you. The pretty little nine-year-old blonde you snatched by the Kensington riding stables back in
eighty-eight.” Jack fought to keep the growing rage out of hisvoice. Had to sound codl, play it like
someone as sSick asthe guy on the other end of the line. " She's back, and she wanted her key ring. So |
went and got it for her. Tara's back, Eli. And is she ever pissed.”

With that Jack broke the connection and gave the off button avicious jab, damn near punching it out the
back side of the phone as he cut the power.

Chew on that for the rest of the night, scumbag.
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"Sow down." Eli said, peering through the passenger window into the growing darkness. "It'sjust alittle
ways ahead. Number seven-thirty-five."



Adrian had thewhed of Eli's Mercedes, ablack 1990 sedan. Despite its age its mileage was low. Eli
used it infrequently and only for short trips. He preferred this old classic for its room and comfort and
lines. The new models held no appedl for him.

Eli'swounds were feding much better tonight, but not well enough to drive. Moving hisleg back and
forth to work the brake and gas pedals would flare his pain, so held given Adrian the keys. Adrian was
gill having some trouble with hisknee, but fortunately it was his|eft that had been injured, so he could till
drive.

Just aswell that Eli had aphysical excusefor not driving, for he wasn't up to it emotionally either. Not
tonight. Too rattled, too distracted. .. why, in his present mood, he might very well drive into oncoming
traffic without redizing until it wastoo late.

But he couldn't let Adrian and Strauss see his unease, his uncertainty. He had never been in astuation
likethis, and found thisinexplicable turn of events dmost overwhelming. Everything had been going so
well for solong, and now...

Initidly he'd been delighted to make contact with his attacker, the mysterious " Jack.” He'd called with the
intention of shaking him up, of letting him know that he hadn't got away clean with hisvicious,
underhanded act, that he was being hunted and would be found.

Instead, it had been Eli who had been |eft shaken.

The man knew that he'd abducted Tara Portman, knew that the key ring had been hers. How? He didn't
believe for asecond that the Ceremony could be reversed, and yet... how did the man know about
Tara?

The questions had plagued Eli until held given into ayearning to return to the house where the Portman
child had died. Just for alook...

" il think thisisalousy, stupid idea," said Strauss from where he douched in the rear seet. "L ousy
because thiswhole deal could be atrick to get usto come back to this place, which we're doing. And
stupid because Tara Portman ain't back and she ain't never coming back. Did we or did we not cut up
her heart and eat it? No way that kid is back and looking for her key ring.”

Eli winced at Strausss casua mention of these Ceremony details. They were never to be spoken.

"Firg of dl,"” Eli sad, "we are not going back to Dmitri's house, we are sSmply driving by. Just another car
passing on the street. Asfor the other matter, | fully agree that Tara Portman cannot be back, but we
must find out how this man knows about her."

"Easy," Strauss said, the edge till on hisvoice. He leaned forward and jutted his head over the back of
the front seat. His breath reeked of garlic. "Somebody talked.”

"No onetaked," Eli said. "I've spoken to our other members, al ten of them, since this afternoon. No
one has been kidnapped and tortured into a confession. Everyoneis fine and looking forward to the next
Ceremony. And think about it: If someone did talk, why talk about Tara Portman?Why not last year's
lamb, or the year before? Tara Portman was ages ago.”

"Perhaps," Adrian said. HeEd been strangely silent dl day. "But she wasthe first lamb we sacrificed in
Dmitri's house."

"You'reright," Eli said. "And oddly enough, | found myself thinking about Tara Portman just the other
night."



That was why he'd been so shocked when the stranger had mentioned her name. It had to bea
coincidence, but what a strange one.

"Redly?' Adrian said. "Out of so many lambs, why her?"
"I've been asking mysdf that same question since my talk with our attacker this afternoon.”
"Maybe it was because this mystery man tried to buy the key ring."

"No, that wasn't it. At the time I'd forgotten who that key ring belonged to. To tell the truth, | doubt |
could match many of thelittle souvenirsin that cabinet to their original owners. And besides, I'd thought
of Tara Portman days before."

"When?' Strauss said.

"Friday night.”

He remembered he'd been reading in bed, deep into Proust's Remembrance of Things Past, and feding
drowsy, vhen suddenly she legped into hismind. The briefest flash of her face, cadm in the repose of deep
anesthesia, and then her thin pale etherized body, till and supine on the table, awaiting the caress of Eli's

knife. As quickly asthe memories had come, they fled. Eli had written them off as random reminiscences,
triggered perhaps by Proust's prose.

"There'sthe house now," Adrian said.
They lapsed into sllence asthey glided past Mendlaus Manor. The lights were on. Who was home?

With apang of meancholy Eli experienced a Proustian moment, caught up in aswirl of memories of
Dmitri Menelaus, the brilliant, driven, tortured man he had brought into the Circle back in the eighties.

Dmitri had started off as just another customer in Eli's shop, but soon proved himsdf aman with a
connoisseur's eye for the rare and arcane. He began to suggest sources where Eli might order rarer and
stranger objects. As he and Eli got to know each other socialy, Dmitri told of how held traveled the
world investigating what he termed " places of power." He'd been to the usual locdes—the Mayan
temples of Chichen Itzain Y ucatan, Macchu Picchu in the Andes, the tree-strangled temples of Angkor
Wat in Cambodia—but had found them dead and cold. Whatever power they'd once held had been
leached away by time and tourists. Along the way he'd heard tales of other places, secret places, and had
aso searched them out, al to no avall.

But then came whispersthat fired hisimagination, tales of an old stone keep in an obscure dpine passin
Romania, an ancient fortress that once had housed unspeakable evil. No one could give him the exact
location of the pass, but by collecting and comparing notes based on the whispers, Dmitri narrowed his
search to an areawhere these tales appeared to converge. He followed old trails through steep gorges,
fully expecting this search to end as had so many others over the years, in despair and disappoi ntment.

But thistime was different. He found the fortressin aravine near the ruins of a peasant village. Assoon
as he stepped through a gap in its crumbling foundation and let itswalls enfold him, he knew his search
had ended.

Immediately held arranged for aquantity of itsloosened stones to be shipped back to the States and
instaled in his basement. He said the stones had absorbed the power of the old keep and now he had
some of it for himsdlf. His own home was now a place of power.

Eventually Eli learned the reason for Dmitri's obsession with these matters. He wasterrified that he would



die of pancrestic cancer like hisfather. He'd watched the man rot from the inside out and had sworn that
would never happento him.

Eli knew abetter way to protect him, far better and more reliable than importing stones from Old World
forts. Sowly, dyly, hefet out Dmitri about how far hed be willing to go to protect himsdlf from his
father'sfate. When held ascertained that there was nothing Dmitri would not do, no lengthsto which he
would not go, heintroduced Dmitri to the Circle. He became Eli'stwdfth disciple.

Dmitri quickly evolved into Eli'sright-hand man, for Eli sensed that his motives were pure. For too many
members of the Circle, Eli suspected that the abducted children and what was done to them were dmost
asimportant asthe Ceremony and theimmortdity they'd eventualy gain fromit. They might be menin
high places, but he sensed their motives were low. Y ear after year held seen the lasciviouslight in their
eyes asthe deeply anesthetized lamb was stripped naked upon the ceremonid table. It had disturbed Eli
s0 deeply that held begun leaving the lambs fully clothed, baring only the minimum amount of flesh
necessary to dit open the chest and remove the il beating heart. None of the Circle looked away during
the bloody procedure. Some went so far asto suggest that the lamb be strapped down and conscious
during the Ceremony.

How dare they? The Ceremony was to be performed without pain to the lamb. That would debase the
ritud. The point was not pain but to gain life everlagting. The annua desath of a child was an unfortunate
but necessary price that had to be paid.

How lamentable that he had to dly himself with such creatures, but in theseincreasingly Big Brotherish
times, he needed their power and influence to safeguard the Ceremony and guarantee its annual
performance.

But Dmitri was different. His focus was on the end, not the means. He soon became an indispensable
member, especialy once the Ceremony was moved to the basement of hishome. It was perfect. The
stones did indeed resonate with a strange power, and the dirt floor was a perfect resting place for the
lambs. Disposing of abody, even once ayear, had always been a perilous chore.

Eli would be performing the Ceremony at Mendaus Manor to this day were Dmitri ill dive. But his
doctors discovered that he had his father's cancer—too early to be helped by medical science, and too
early to be saved by the Ceremony, for Dmitri had participated in nowhere near the twenty-nine he
needed for immortality and invulnerability.

Unable to face the same agonizing desth as hisfather, hed seated himself on the dirt floor of hiscellar
and put abullet through hishead. What aloss... aterible, terribleloss. Dmitri had been like ason to Eli.
He siill mourned his passng.

"l wonder who's living there now?' Adrian said ashedrove on.
"| checked that out aready,” Strauss said. "Couple of brothers named Kenton. Bought it ayear ago.”

Eli felt asurge of excitement. Could they have tracked down his nemesis?"Do you think one of them
could be our 'Jack'?"

"Doubt it. I ain't got much in the way of contacts herein the one-fourteen, but | did learn that not only are
these two guys brothers, but they're also brothers—if you know what | mean.”

Excitement dipped toward disgppointment. " They're black?"

"'Swhat I'm told. Y ou said your attacker was white. No chance you could be wrong?”'



"I wouldn't know," Adrian said. "I can't remember. Thelast thing | remem—"
"Hewaswhite," Eli said, jumping in before Adrian could launch into hislitany. " So that leavesthem out.”

"Who knows?" Strauss said. "A guy who can raise Tara Portman from the dead can maybe turn himself
whitetoo."

Eli was about to tell Straussthat this wasn't ajoking matter when Adrian spoke.
"| don't care who they are aslong asthey don't dig up the cdllar.”

The remark brought silence to the car. That had been the greeat fear after Dmitri's death: the new owners
would excavate the cdllar. Eli had wanted amember of the Circle to buy the place so they could go on
using it, but no one wanted his name connected with a house that held the remains of eight murdered
children.

"The possibility of that isso small,” Eli said, "I've ceased to worry about it. Step back and consider it
objectively. How many homeowners, no matter how extensively they renovate ahome, tear up their
cdlar floor?"

"Virtudly none" Adrian said.
Strauss said, " Just lucky for us the people who bought it poured a cement floor over the dirt down there.”
"It didn't bring them much luck, though,” Eli said.

Strauss barked alaugh. "Y eah! Two dit throats and still nobody hasaclue. If you don't closeamurder in
forty-eight hours, chances are you'll never closeit. It's been yearsfor that one. Guess by now you could
cdl it aperfect crime.”

Eli had been shocked when he'd read about the dead couple, and worried that the crime scene
investigation might venture too deeply into the cdlar.

And then thereld been the muitilation of the little boy adopted by the next owners. Eli had begun to
wonder if acombination of the Ceremony and those strange stones lining the basement could somehow
havelaid a curse on the place.

"The other thing I'm worried about,” said Adrian, "isthat key ring."

"Soam, Eli." Strausstapped Eli on the shoulder. "It connects you to the girl, and you can be connected
to me. That's not good. Not good at al.”

Adrian stopped at ared light. He continued to stare Straight ahead as he spoke. "1've had nightmares
about something like this happening because of that trophy cabinet of yours, Stting out therein your store
for dl to see. | dwaysthought it wasrisky and... and arrogant aswell.”

Eli stared at him. Had he just heard correctly? Had Adrian, so deferential despite his size and strength,
actualy dared to call him arrogant? He must be furious, and very frightened.

Arrogant? Eli couldn't dredge up any anger. Adrian was right. Displaying the trophy cabinet had been
arrogant and even foolhardy, but not half as arrogant and foolhardy aswhat Eli had done on Saturday.

Maybe the impetus had been the unbidden thoughts of Tara Portman the night before, perhapsit was
nothing more than mere ennui, but whatever the reason, Eli had yielded to an urgeto flaunt his
invulnerability. So on Saturday afternoon he had told someone that he had killed hundreds of children,



and that another would die with the next new moon, al but daring him to do something aboui it.
Eli permitted himself aflegting smile. Adrian would shit his pantsif Eli told him.
Instead Eli said, "Bethat asit may, the trophy cabinet had nothing to do with our current predicament.”

Strauss leaned back and returned to his douch in the rear seat. "Maybe it did and maybeit didn't, but it
wasabad ideadl around. That kind of in-your-face shit threatens us dl. Maybe you don't care, but we
do."

"I sympathize, and I'll try to take your fedingsinto account in the future,” Eli said. If the Cirdlehad a
future.

They lapsed again into slence asthe car moved into traffic, then Adrian cleared histhroat.

"Eli, am | the only one bothered by you thinking of Tara Portman for no good reason on Friday night, and
then this stranger popping into your shop on Sunday to try and buy the key ring? Then
someone—possibly the same man—attacks us Monday night, and stedls Tara's key ring on Tuesday.
And today he clamsthat Tarais 'back'—whatever that means. Could he have brought her back on
Friday night?'

"She's not back!" Eli said, hisvoicerising of its own accord.
"Then why, of dl possblelambs, did you think of Tara Portman?”

"What timewasthis?' Strauss said, leaning forward again and refouling the air of the front seat with his
breath. "That you thought of her, I mean.”

"I don't know. | wasn't watching thetime. Late, I'd say."

"Y ou know what € se happened late Friday night? The earthquake.”

Eli remembered reading something about that. "1 didn't fed athing.”
"But locas around here did. The paper said it was centered in Astoria”
"Dear God," Adrian whispered.

"Oh, comenow," Eli said. "Y ou can't serioudy believe one has anything to do with the other. That's
absurd”

But wasit? Eli felt an Arctic chill blow through the chambers of his heart. He couldn't let on how deeply
the scenario Adrian and Strauss were describing disturbed him. It only heightened hisfedlings of being a
the mercy of chance aswell asthe forces of nature itself.

"Perhapsitis,” Adrian said. "But you can't help wondering, can you."
No, Eli thought. Y ou cant.

He redlized the only thing that would assuage this mounting malaise and uncertainty was another
Ceremony to bulwark his defenses.

"For the moment,” he said, "let'sturn away from lambs of the past and focus on alamb for the present.”
He glanced at Strauss. "Any progressin the matter of Ms. DiLauro's child, Freddy?"



"Some. | spent alittle time watching her place today.” He laughed. "I was wearing my old blues—they
il fit me, y’know—and | waltzed them up to her door after | seen her leave her place done. | figured if
the kid wasthere, 1'd pull the old your-mommy's-been-hurt routine, but she wasn't home. Learned from a
neighbor's maid that she'saway at camp.”

"Redly?" Eli said. Hefelt asurge of hope.
"Why areyou fixated on her?* Adrian said. "We can snatch a child anywhere—"

"Weve succeeded in lasting thislong because we don't take chances. This Stuation hasinteresting
possihbilities. Think: A child disappears from acamp in the woods and the first thing everyone assumesis
that she wandered off. They waste precious time beating the bushes for her when dl the while she could
be milesaway, unconscious, in acar speeding toward the city...."

"Yes," Adrian said, nodding. "l see. Which camp?’
"That'sthe problem. Thismaid didn't know."

Adrian groaned. "Do you know how many summer camps there are in the tri-state area? Well never find
I,H.II

Eli'smood sank. Adrian wasright. There were hundreds, maybe thousands.

Strauss dapped the back of the front seat. "Never say never, my friend. I'm working afew angles. I've
aready recruited Williamson. Hell be full speed on thetrail of little Victoria Westphaen tomorrow.”

Wed ey Williamson was alongtime member of the Circle and deputy director of the state banking
commission. Eli didn't know how he could help, but held leave that to Strauss.

"Hed better hurry. If we don't complete the Ceremony by midnight Friday, welll have to wait until next
month.”

Eli couldn't bear the thought of spending awhole month in his current state. Not just the fear and
uncertainty, but the vulnerability, which was so much worse. His nameless enemy would have dl that time
to move againg him.

"I'm doing my best, okay? Thisis short notice, but well get her. So sharpen up your knife for Friday
night.”

IN THE IN-BETWEEN

The entity that was Tara Portman floats in darkness and frustration. The one she was sent for has
stayed away. She has something Tara wants, something Tara desperately needs.

She must find a way to bring her here. She thinks she knows a way. Tara touched her while she
was here, perhaps she can touch her in another way, beyond these walls. Touch her and make her
return.

And then what? What will happen to Tara after her purpose is finished? Will she be returned to
nothingness? Anything, even this half-existence, is better than that.

Say here. Yes... but not alone. She does not want to stay here alone...



THURSDAY

1

Bresk time.

Jack glanced at the clock above the Kentons kitchen sink: 10:15. Wasthat al? Seemed asif they'd been
working alot longer than two hours. He sipped his Gatorade and considered the progress they'd made.

When held arrived, Lyle and Charlie had aready started chipping away at the concrete dong the edges
of the crack. If thered been agap in the earth below after the quake, it was gone. Just agrooveinthe
dirt now. Jack had brought aong some blues CDs as a compromise between hiskind of music and the
Kentons. He heard no objections when he put on a JJmmy Reed disk, so he picked up a pickax and
joined in, swinging in timeto the beet, chain-gang style.

He started off stiff and achy. Y esterday held worked muscles he rardly used and they awoke today tight
and cranky; but ten minutes of swinging the pick loosened them up.

Two hours|ater they'd widened the gap to maybe four feet. Slow, hard work. And hot. The cdllar had
started out cool but the heat thrown off by the exertions of three bodies soon raised the temperature.
Like a sauna down there now. Jack could see he was going to need lots of Gatorade before the day was
through, and lots of lager dfter.

Heand Lyle sat and sipped at the kitchen table in their damp T-shirts. The faint breeze through the
windows and open back door carried little cooling power. Charlie had grabbed a paper and adonut and
retreated to the shade of the backyard with the morning paper. Hed said little all morning.

" Something wrong with Charlie?!

Lyl€seyes gave avay nothing. "Why do you ask?'
"Pretty quiet.”

"He'sjust going through a phase. Not your worry."

Right. Not Jack's business why the brothers Kenton weren't getting along. But he liked these two, and it
bothered him.

He dropped the subject. He lifted the front of his T-shirt and wiped hisface. "Ever hear of
ar-conditioning?'

"Not much use when the windows and doorswon't stay closed.”

"Sill?

Lyle nodded. "Still. If 1 close them they don't reopen asfast asthey used to, but eventually they do.”
"Tara, you think?"

Another nod. "I get the feding she'strapped here. She wantsto get out—maybe she keeps trying—but
cant.”

Just then Charlie burst through the door, waving the morning paper. "Y o, Jack! Pegp this!" He had the



Post folded back and then in half, commuter style. He dropped it on the table and pointed to a headline.
"Isthisyou, dawg? Thisyo' setup?”

Jack picked up the paper. Lyle came around and peered over his shoulder.

SHE SHOULD'VE KNOWN BETTER Elizabeth Foster, better known as psychic advisor Madame
Pomerol, has had her second brush with the NY PD in oneweek. Just last Sunday morning she and her
husband Carl were found wandering the financia district unclothed; but the charges are more seriousthis
time: the Federal government isinvolved. Foster and her husband Carl were picked up yesterday
afternoon trying to pass phony hundred-dollar bills at LaBelle Boutique on Madison Avenue. The
Treasury Department isinvestigating.

But things get worse. A search of their Upper East Side apartment—also known as""Madame Pomerol's
Temple of Eternd Wisdom"—not only turned up thousands more of the funny money, but provided
indisputable evidence thet this particular psychic medium islittle more than ascam artist.

Jack had to grin as the article went on to describe the eavesdropping devices found in her waiting room,
the eectronic ear pieces hidden in her hats, the monitors, the trapdoors, and most damning of al, thefiles
on her clients, filled with xeroxes of driver licenses, Socia Security cards, bank statements, and notes
containing more than afew scathing comments about their weaknesses, predilections, and obsessons. As
aresult, the Manhattan DA was preparing to add charges of fraud and conspiracy to defraud to the
federa counterfeiting rap.

"They'redone!” Lylecried. "Gone! Fried! Fini! Madame Pomerol will be reading pamsfor cigarettesin
ether Rikersor afedera pen! Isthisyour fix?"

"l do believeitis”

"The queer? How'd you manage that? Y ou plant it on them?”'

"Trade secret, I'm afraid.”

"Youdoneit, GI" Charlie sad, grinning for thefirg timedl morning. "Y ou nailed her!"

Jack shrugged. " Sometimes things go according to plan, sometimesthey don't. Thisonedid.”

He stared at the article, basking in the sunny sensation of ajob well done. He'd set the Fosters up for a
fal and had known they'd tumble sooner or later. He was glad it turned out to be sooner.

Thebig if in this particular fix-it had been how they handled their cash. Did they deposit it and write
checks, or spend it? Jack had banked on the latter. With agood cash flow—red cash, not checks and
charges—that they probably didn't declare, they'd tend to pay for thingsin cash to leave less of amoney
trail should the IRS come sniffing.

Lyle clapped Jack on the shoulder. "Remind me never to get on your wrong side, Jack. You are not a
man to messwith!"

If Jack had hisway, Eli Bellitto would soon fed the same, only worse. Much, much worse.

Asthey all headed back down to the cellar, Jack sensed a better mood than when they'd started the
break. They retrieved the pickaxes and renewed their combined attack on the concrete dab, tossing the
broken chunks onto the pile of panding.

By midday they'd broken up half the dab. After aquick lunch of juicy gyrosat a Greek deli up on



Ditmars, they returned to work.

"Y ou know what?' Lyle said as he surveyed the rubble mat had once been abasement. "I think two of us
should start digging in the dirt while the other keeps after the concrete.”

Jack kicked at the hard packed, red-brown soil. Not ahell of alot softer than the concrete.
"Y ou mean, start looking for Tara."

"Right. The sooner we find her, the sooner we can stop pretending to be day laborers and go back to
being gentlemen of leisure.”

"How will we know it'sher?'

Lylestared at thedirt. "Y ou il think she's got company down there?"

"I'dbetonit."

"Well, well crossthat bridge whenever." Lyle looked up at Jack. "Y ou gameto dig alittle dirt?’
"Not exactly my idea of afun treasure hunt,” Jack said, "but I'll giveit ago."

Lyleturned to his brother. "How about you, Charlie? Dirt or 'crete?"

Charlie shrugged. "I'll gtick with the dab.”

"Okay. Well rotate around if anybody wants to switch." He leaned toward Jack and spoke in astage
whisper. "And if you should happen to find the remains of the Missing Link while you're digging, don't let
Charlie know. He doesn't bdlievein evolution and it would upset him.”

Charliesad, "Step off, Lyle."
My sentiments exactly, Jack thought.

Lyle grabbed the shovel and jammed the spade into the dirt. "Well, it'strue, isnt it. Y ou believe the
universe was created in Six days, right?'

"That what it say inthe Bible, so that what | believe.”

"So did Bishop Usher, who ran down dl the datesin the Bible and the ages of al people mentioned.
According to his caculations, the earth was created on October 26, 4004 BC." He tossed ashove full
of dirt asde and struck a pensive pose. "'l wonder if that wasam. or p.m.? Anyway, seemsto methe
earth's packed an awful lot of growth and development into six thousand years.”

Jack grabbed ashovel. "Fascinating. Let'sdig.”

"That whet it say, then that what | believe. Wetakin' the word of God, yo."

"Arewe?' Lyleraised afinger. "Wdll, I've got afew words of my own—"

Oh, no, Jack thought. They're off.

"Hey, what isal this?' he said, cutting in. "I didn't lways pay my bills doing fix-its. I've done landscaping

and worked with nonunion wrecking crews, and dl | ever heard guystalk about was booze and broads.
But you two—what isit with you guys, anyway?"'



Lyle grinned. "Maybe it's because Charlie doesn't drink and we've both been cdlibate far too long.”
"Ay, yo, how 'bout you, Jack?' Charlie said. "What you believe?"

"About what?' he said, athough he knew exactly what.

Lylesad, "Faith, god. All that."

That was alittle too persond for Jack. He didn't even tell anyone hislast name, so he wasn't about to
discussrdigion with acouple of guys he hadn't known aweek. Besides, it wasn't a subject he gave much
thought to. In hisworld, the unseeable and unknowable smply hadn't much mattered.

Unil latdly.

"I'm pretty much for whatever gets you through the day, aslong asyou don't sart ingsting it'sthe way
everyone should get through the day."

"Thet aint tdlin' nothin'."

"Okay, then, | can tell you that whatever | did believe has been pretty much turned upside down in the
past few months."

Lylelooked a him. "All that stuff you told us about the Otherness?’
Jack nodded.

"Herésmy problem,” Lylesaid. "I have just as much trouble believing in your Othernessas| doin
Charlie's persond God."

"How about TaraPortman?' Jack said. "And what's been going on in this house? That's not hearsay.
Y ou've been here. It's your own experience.”

Lyle's cheeks puffed as helet out abregath. "Y eah, | know. Thisisterranovafor me. | never believed in
ghosts or life after death, or even the soul. | assumed when you died you were gone forever. Now... I'm
not so sure.”

Jack said, "Then maybe we should stop jawing and dig up thisterranova.”
Lylelaughed. "Excellent ideal”

The Best of Muddy Waters wasin the boombox tray. Jack turned up "Mannish Boy" loud enough to
make conversation a chore, then went to work.

By late afternoon, with another Gatorade break somewhere in the middle, they'd pocked the surface of
the dirt with holes but hadn't come across asingle bone.

"Weve only been going down threefeet or 0," Lyle said. "Maybe that's not deep enough.”
Jack leaned on his shovel. "Hate to think they went thefull traditiona six.”

"Might have. Especidly if they wanted to be sure of not having any telltale odors. Which meanswe have
to go down six."

Jack's T-shirt was soaked. He looked around. The pile of smashed paneling and broken concrete
aready took up one end of the cellar. They'd added some of the dirt to it, but they'd be running out of



room soon.
"Youretaking alot of dirt."

"Tell meabout it. Look, | know it'sbeen along day, but I'd like to keep after this."
"There's dwaystomorrow,” Jack said.

Charlie stopped digging and looked at his brother. "No therean't.”

Jack opened hismouth but Lyle cut him off.

"Don't ask. Look, why don't we take another break and see if we can come up with a systematic way of
going about finding her."

Jack glanced at hiswatch. "1've got an errand to run, but | should be back in an hour and ahalf or so."
"I'm going to have to bail soon mysdf. That Forest Hillswomen's club thing.”

"That'sright,” Charlie said. "Everybody run off and leave baby brother to do al thework."

Jack laughed. "I'll be back to help out assoon as| can.”

"Wher€reyou off to?' Lylesad.

"To make surethe last piece of the Tara Portman puzzlefitswhere| think it does.”

2

As Jack rode the N train back to Manhattan he debated stopping off at his place or Gias and taking a
shower. He damn sure needed one. By the time he reached the decision point at Fifty-ninth Street, he
decided it would take too much time. He stayed on the train asit turned downtown. When he reached
SoHo he made aquick pass by Belitto's store and noted the sturgeon was no longer in the window. Too
bad; he'd kind of liked it. Took a peek through the glass of the door and saw the older woman with the
jet-black hair helping a customer. She was the one he wanted to talk to. He'd got the impression sheld
grown old with the store. But Kevin was there too, behind the counter.

He moved on, frustrated.

Damn. Held hoped thiswould be the kid's day off. No sign of Bdllitto or the gorilla-armed Minkin
though, which was good. Doubted they'd recognize him after their encounter in the dark, but didn't want
to take the chance. Thiswas primarily an information-gathering trip, with maybe alittle cage-rattling
bonusthrown in. He knew he'd eventually have to dedl with those two before they zeroed in on another
kid. But Bdllitto was laid up for the present, so Jack had sometime to plan his course.

Jack found a shady doorway with aview of the front of the shop and waited, watching the shadows
lengthen and the traffic thicken. Evening was edging into the picture and he didn't have al that much time,
but there was dways a chance Kevin would clock out or make a Starbucks run. He needed to talk to the
lady alone. If he couldn't do it face to face, held try the phone, but that would be settling for second best.

He thought about what Giahad told him about the mystery cop from the unknown precinct. Hedidn't like
anyone, maybe cops especialy, knocking on Gias door and asking the whereabouts of her daughter.
Nobody's damn business but Gia's. And Jack's too, sometimes.

He pulled out his Tracfone and caled her to seeif the cop had stopped back. She said no. All quiet on



the East Side. Hetold her they hadn't found anything yet at Menelaus Manor and not to wait dinner for
him—hed be late tonight. She sounded tired. She hadn't been deeping well. Hetold her to take anap
and she said she might just do that.

After saying good-bye, Jack turned off the phone. Didn't want Bdllitto calling him again. Let him wonder.
Let him stew.

Jack’s patience finally was rewarded by the sight of Kevin stepping out and hurrying down the sdewalk.
Didn't know how long he'd be gone so Jack hustled over to the shop.

"Yes, sir?' thewoman behind the counter boomed as he entered. She had a mannish build, with broad
shoulders and a hefty frame. Above her Richard Belzer face her black hair looked spit shined. She eyed
his sweat-stained T-shirt, dirty jeans, and grimy hands with poorly disguised disdain. Obvioudy he didn't
look like atypical Shurio Coppe customer.

Knew | should have showered, he thought.

He decided to adopt a persondity to go with the look. He rounded his shoulders and made only the
briefest eye contact.

"Um..."
"Areyou looking to buy something, Sir?"
"Uh, well, no, y'see" he said in ameek, fatering voice, "I was kindalike wondering if—"

Jack heard the bell on the door tinkle behind him and turned to see abig no-neck guy with outlandishly
long arms limp through. Adrian Minkin, in the flesh. Jack tensed and looked away as he approached.

"Eli wants the book again,” Minkin said as he brushed past Jack and stepped to the counter.
Hewore black dacks and along-deeve white dress shirt.
Thewoman made aface. "That'sthe third time dready,” she said. "Why doesn't hejust call down?"

Minkin leaned on the counter, just a couple of feet away, giving Jack hisfirst close-up look at Minkin's
handsin good light. Massive, with wiry black hair crawling al the way out to the third knuckle on the long
thick fingers.

"Y ou know how heis, Gert." Minkin leaned closer and lowered hisvoice. "Hes very tense, waiting for a
cdl, plus| think he's bored out of hismind."

"Bad combination,” Gert said, handing him ablack ledger. "Just get it back to me as soon as he's
finished."

"Will do."

When he turned he came face to face with Jack. He stopped and stared for afew heartbeats that seemed
to stretch into minutes. Jack met his cold blue eyes, looking for signs of recognition and readying to make
amovetheingtant he saw thefirgt hint. But Minkin only blinked, nodded, and moved on.

"Sorry for theinterruption, Sr,” Gert said. "What can | help you with? Looking for anything in particular?’

"Yes, wdl, I..." Jack shuffled closer to the counter, killing time until he heard the bell chime and the door
close behind Minkin. He glanced over his shoulder to make sure he was gone, but he madeit into atimid



gediure. "I'mlooking for Mr. Mendaus. Mr. Dmitri Mendaus”
Gert blinked. "Mr. Mendaus? What would you want with him?"
Jack wished sheld cut her volume. Wouldn't be surprised if Bellitto and Minkin could hear her updtairs.

"I, um, did some masonry work for him some years ago, y'’know, in hiscdlar, and he said | should meet
him here

Gert's eyes narrowed. "Did he now? And when was this?'

"Oh, um, just thismorning, on the phone."

"Thismorning? Oh, | doubt that very much. He's been dead for years."

"Get out! Yourelying!"

"Sir, | do not lie. He was aregular customer. He and the owner were quite close.”
"| figured that."

Jack took adeep breath and let it out. Thereit was. Thefina link between the Mendaus house, Tara
Portman, and Eli Bdllitto.

Gert shook her head. "Tragic the way he died.”

"Not tragic at dl," Jack said, dropping out of character. "I'm pretty sure it waslong overdue.”
Gert's eyes widened as she straightened her wide shoulders. "What?"

Jack turned and strode for the door. "Thanks lady. Tell Eli | was asking after Dmitri."

"Y ou know Mr. Bdlitto? Who are you?"'

"Jugt tell him. Hell know." Jack hit the sidewalk and headed straight for the subway.

3

"Thisisnot to be borne!"

Eli dammed the phone down. He could barely speak. The brazenness of the man! The absolute gall!
"What isit?" Adrian said, hovering.

"It was him! The mysterious'Jack’! He wasjust in the shop asking Gert about Dmitri!"

Adrian gaped a him. "Just now? Then | saw him. | looked right a him and didn't recognize him. But then
of course | wouldn't recognize him since | gill don't remember what happened Monday night. The last
thing | remem—"

"What did helook like?'

"Like... likeacommon |aborer. He was dirty and he smelled sweety. | can't believe—"
"Believeit! Hesad hed had acal from Dmitri telling him to meet him in the shop.”
Adrian paled. "But Dmitri's dead.”



Eli glanced a him. What had dways impressed him most about Adrian, besdes hissize, was his swift
mind; but since those blows to his head his mental functions seemed to have dowed to awalk.

"I'mwell aware of that. He'sjust trying to rattle us." Though Eli said us, he meant me. "He wants to keep
usoff balance."

"But why?'
Suddenly Eli saw it dl, comprehended the mystery man'splanin al itsterrible smplicity.

"He wantsto prevent us from performing the Ceremony during this cycle. That will put terrible pressure
on us because well have to complete the Ceremony during the next cycle, the last new moon before the
equinox, or..."

Hiswords dried up as he contempl ated the consequences.
Adrian was staring at him. "Or what? What will happen?’

"To you? Nothing much. Y our string of Ceremonieswill be broken and you'll have to go back and Start
a oneagain."

Adrian groaned. "Oh, God, no."

"But for meit will be much, muchworse. If | fail, al the diseases and traumas I've been shielded from for
the past two centuries will rush upon me and crush me.”

Terror squeezed his shuddering heart in acold fist. HEd die dowly and in unimaginable agony. And then
the interloper would be free to take over the Circle.

That was why this Jack hadn't killed him Monday night. He wanted Eli to suffer amonth of pain and
anxiety before ahorrible death.

"Andto think | was that closel" Adrian gritted through clenched teeth. "If only I'd known I'd have..." He
baled his hands before him, crushing hugefistfuls of air.

"Hewon't win!" Eli cried. "Hethinksthat by stealing our lamb he's sabotaged our Ceremony for this
cycle. He can't know about the DilLauro woman's child—we didn't know ourselves until yesterday. We
can dill beat him."

He snatched up the phone, punched in Strauss's beeper number, and left amessageto call back. The
phone rang minuteslater.

"Progress?’ Eli snapped as soon as he recognized Strauss's voice.
"Some. Not moving asfast asl'd like. What'swrong?'

Hefilled Straussin on the mystery man's latest stunt without getting into his theory of what the man was
planning. "What's the hold-up? What are you doing?'

"I'm not sure | want to say," Strauss said. "With al this guy seemsto know, how can we be sure your
line's not tapped?’

Eli felt hischest tighten. The possibility had never occurred to him.
"Can you check theline?



"Y eah, but not today. We got some situations here that won't allow meto get down theretill late tonight.”
Not good enough. Eli needed to know now. Then he had an idea.

"Fax ittome"

What?"

"Y ou heard me. Jot it down or typeit out. Be as oblique as you wish—I'll understand—and fax it. You
destroy the origind, I'll burn the copy at this end, and no one but we will know."

A pause on the other end, then, "All right. That might work. Just make sure you burnit right off."
"I'll have the matches ready."

He gave Strauss his persona fax number, then hung up. Twelve minutes later the machine rang, then
started printing out a brief, scrawled message.

Our financid friend got the ladys checking account records but no check written to acamp. Looking into
credit cards but that takes longer. Will know by tonight and fax results ASAP.

BURN THIS!
Strauss, ever paranoid, hadn't signed it.
Eli handed it to Adrian. "Find some matches and do what the man says.”

Checking accounts and credit cards... how clever. Why comb through the rosters of athousand summer
camps looking for aparticular child when you can use the mother's own records to find out. Big Brother
certainly had his drawbacks, but in thisinstance, he could be a Godsend. Eli fdlt better. They'd know the
lamb'slocation by tonight and could then determine the best way to acquire her. If al went well, by dawn
shewould betheirs.

4

Lyle struck a pose on the bottom cellar step. He'd shaved, showered, and donned his black silk suit.
Ifasen was ready for Forest Hills.

"How do | look?"
Charlie glanced up from hisdigging. "All G'd up like awolf huntin' him some sheep.”
"Thanksloads."

Not at al theimage Lyle wanted to cut, but he knew Charli€'s perception was tinted toward the cynica
where he was concerned.

Lylesaid, "Jack caled. He's been delayed. He's going to grab a bite before he comes back. Why don't
you take a break till he gets here. | should be back shortly after that and then the three of us can giveit a
couple more hours.”

Charlie shook hishead. "Nuh-uh. Told you I'd give you two days and that's what I'm doin'. Don't want
you sayin' | shorted you. You go. I'll keep workin'."

"Charlie—"



"Go, man. | find somethin', | cal you. We find nathan by midnight, we gone, right? That wasthe dedl,
right? Right?"

Lylesghed. "Right."

He realized he should have rescheduled hiswomen's club talk, or canceled it altogether. What good was
wooing new Sitters, no matter how well-heded, if he wasn't going to be in business after tonight? He
never should have struck that dedl with Charlie, or at least should have insisted on three days instead of
two.

Cool it with the negativity, he told himsdlf. We're going to find Taratonight. | know it.

And then these Forest Hillsladies would be cat fighting to book Sttings with him.

5

Thefoil-wrapped sandwich was cool under Jack's arm as he stepped into Julio's. The after-work crowd
was building and smoke hung thick in the air. As Jack headed for one of the rear tables he waved to Julio
and flicked his thumb above hisfist in a pop-me-one gesture.

A minute later Julio plunked an open Rolling Rock long neck onto the table and stood watching as Jack
unrolled his sub from the greasy fail. A vinegary odor seeped into the air. Hed swung into Costin's mom
and pop on the next block and grabbed it on the run from the cooler; a pre-fab construction of spongy
bread filled with diced meat byproducts topped with a cheeseoid substance that had never been within a
hundred miles of acow. But it wasfast and promised to fill the void.

"Hey, meng, people see you they gonnathink this some kinda bring-your-own-food place.”

Jack took along pull on the beer. Damn, that tasted good. He'd stopped home to shower and change. A
clean pair of jeans, afresh shirt—an Allman Bros, concert T held picked up at a secondhand store—and
hefdt hafway to anew man, ready to dig again.

"Nobody's watching and I'm too hungry and too short on time to deal with those wings and other finger
foodsyou serve."

Thelittle man bristled and flexed his consderable biceps. "Hey, we serve the best food money can fry."
"Y our message said you had something for me?”

As Julio fished an envelope out of hisback pocket, Jack bit into his sandwich. A pasty texture that tasted
likeoil and vinegar. Swell. At least he wouldn't be hungry when hefinished.

"Old guy drop it off thismorning." He ran the envelope under hisnose. "Mmm. Smellslike money."
"Old quy?"

"Y eah. He meet you here Sunday."

Jack amost choked on his sandwich as he came haf out of his seat, looking around. "He still here?!
"Nah." Julio snapped hisfingers. "He come and go like that. Like he don' wanna be seen.”

"Shit!"

"Youlookin' for him?'



"Yeeh. Bigtime"

"He short you?'

Jack opened the envelope and flipped through the bills. The amount looked about right.
"No. But he owes me some answers.”

Likewhy he hired me and why helied about who heis. Probably never know now.

Jack spotted adip of yellow paper among the bills. He pulled it out, unfolded it, and read the handwritten
note.

Thanks for taking care of my brother. Edward

Was he mocking him or sincere? Jack couldn't tell. Despite hisfrustration he resisted the urge to bal up
the note and fling it across the room. Instead he refolded it and put it back in the envelope.

"Y'know," Julio said. "I think Barney recognized him. | think | hear him say something like, 'My-my-my,
look who'shere." Or son'thing like that.”

"Barney?" Jack scanned the room. He usudly hung at the bar with Lou. "Whereis he?"
"Working. Night shift thisweek. He be back in the morning.”

"Then sowill 1." Jack shoved the remains of the sub into his mouth, washed it down with the rest of the
beer, then rose.

"Gottarun. Don't let Barney leave before | get here tomorrow. Feed him, buy him drinks on me,
whatever you haveto do to keep him heretill | arrive.”

Jack headed for the street. Timeto dig again. He felt a certain amount of satisfaction. Two more
questions | eft: Was Tara Portman truly buried benesth Menelaus Manor, and who had hired him to watch
Eli Bellitto? By thistime tomorrow he expected to know the answersto both.

6

Even through the heavy besat of Point of Grace's music Charlie heard the noise. He stopped digging.
From upgtars. A damming, banging sound, like some rhythm-impaired giant beeting the house with a
two-by-four.

He dropped his shovel and scrambled up the steps. He reached the kitchen in time to see the windows
shut themselves with a bang. Then the back door dammed closed.

For one panicky moment Charlie thought he might be locked in. He jumped for the knob, gaveit apull,
and it swung open. Helet out arelieved breath. When he released he knob, the door swung shut again.

How 'bout that? Whatever used to want everything open must've had a change of heart. Now it want
everything closed up tight.

Wéll, not everything, he thought as he checked the front room. The windows were down, but the front
door stood open. He pushed it closed but it unlatched itself and swung open again.

Weird how this sorta thing had spooked him a couple days ago but was just everyday stuff now. Showed
you can get used to 'most anything.



Charlie wondered why this door was | eft open while everything el se shut up tight, then decided, no
matter. After tonight it wasn't hisworry. Lyl€s neither.

He went back to the cellar and the hole held been digging. HE'd got down maybe four feet and so far
he'd come up with the same as dl the other holes: nathan. He figured on giving this one another foot or so
before cdling it quits.

Asthe shove hit into the dirt, the music stopped.
"Y ou're getting warm.”

Charlieydped interror at the sound of the little-girl voice behind him. He dropped his shovel and
snapped around so quick hisfeet got tangled and he sprawled onto his back.

"No!" he cried as helay in the cool dirt and looked up at the blond girl in riding clothes standing over him.
He knew who she was and what was pretending to be her. "Demon! Sweet Jesus, save me!™

"From me?' shesad, smiling and twirling astrand of her golden hair. "Don't bedlly."
"Stay away!"

Charlie's heart was aboot kicking insgde his chest. He dug in hishedls and pams and scrabbled away
like a backward crab.

Thelittle girl'sface crinkled up and her blue eyes danced as she giggled. Her laugh was sweet and
musical. "Y ou look funny!”

"Y ou can't fool me! | know what you are!™

She stepped closer. "Y ou do?!

Charlie kept backing away, and then he banged his dome against awall and that wasit. Nowhere to go.
"Y ou—you ademon!”

Shelaughed again. "Now youreredly being silly!"

His mind screamed, What do | do? What do | do?

He couldn't think. He hadn't expected this, wasn't prepared, never believed that the demon would appear
to him. Shoulda listened to the rev, shouldatook his advice and packed his gear and geesed.

Pray! Of course! Words from the Twenty-third Psalm jumped into his brain.

Heraised hisvoice. " 'Y eg, though | walk through the valley of death | shdl fear no evil. Thy rod and thy
staff they—"

"'Valley of death'," she said, looking around and nodding. "Y es. That'swherewe are." She pointed to the
hole held been digging. ™Y ou're only seven inches from my head. If you keep digging youll find me."

Charlie dashed the air with hishand. "No! Y ou can't fool mel Y ou're not Tara Portman!*
The child frowned. "Then why are you digging?'

The question took Charlie by surprise. Why was he digging? Because he/d made aded with Lyle. And
because...



"Because Tara Portman may be buried here, but you're not her."

Her blue eyesturned cold. "Oh, but I am. And I'm not the only one down here. There." She pointed to a
hole Jack had dug haf adozen feet to Charlie's|eft. " Another foot degper and you'd have found Jerry
Schwartz. He was only seven. Right where you're Sitting, five feet down, is Rose Howard. She wasnine,
likeme"

Charlie wanted to jump off the pot but couldn't bring himself to move.

Suddenly she disappeared, but immediately flashed back into view in afar corner.
"Jason Moskowski is here."

Charlie blinked and shewasin another corner of the cellar.
"CarieMartinishere

She flashed to three more locations, naming another child each time. And with each name her eyes grew
icier and the cdllar colder.

Suddenly shewasin front of him, not three feet away.
"Eight of us" she said, her voice barely above awhisper.

Lord forgive him, he was starting to buy her line. Maybe the rev was wrong. Maybe thiswasn't no
demon. Maybe thiswas the furillaghost of amurdered child.

Or maybe that was just what the demon, kin to the Father of Lies, wanted him to believe.

Redl cold in here now. His puffing breaths were smoking the air. He rubbed his bare arms. His sweaty
T-shirt was freezing his spine. He saw his swesatshirt balled up by the junk pile.

Herose uncertainly. "I'm gonnaget my shirt, okay?"

"Why areyou asking me?' shesaid.

Good question. She hadn't threatened him or nothin’, but just seeing her had turned him into a scrub.
He grabbed the hoodie and pulled it on. Better, but ill cold.

"Y ou want usto find your body and the others. That it, ain't it? That why you back, right?"

She shook her head.

"Then why?" Sudden fear dammed Charlielike atruck. "Y ou want my soul!"

She laughed like that was such awack idea, but the sweet sound didn't match up with her ice eyes.

Charlie's hand brushed againgt the pin on his shirt. Helooked down at it. wwjd—what would Jesusdoin
acaelikethis?

Simple: Hed tell this spook or demon to get back where it belonged. But Charlie didn't have Jesus
power. Still... it wasworth atry.

"Go back where you came from!™ he cried.



Thelittle girl blinked. "But | don't know where| came from.”
That shocked him. "Lie! Y ou werein heaven or hell, one or the other! Y ou gotta know!™
She shook her head. "1 don't remember.”

Maybe she was tdling the truth, maybe she was lying, but Charlie wasn't hangin' around to find out. If she
wouldn't go, then he would. Right up those stairs. That was what Jesus would say: Highside evil. Don't
even giveit thetime of day.

He started to step around her but she flashed out of sight and regppeared by the cellar stairs.
"You cant leave. Not yet."

"Why not?"

"You might ruinthings."

He could make arun at her, but what then? Could he knock her down? If shewas ared kid, no
problem. Couldn't be more than seventy pounds soaking wet. But she wasn't. Was there even anything
there to knock aside? Or would he pass right through her—or her through him? That would put her
ingde him. He couldn't handle that. What if she Stayed in?

Charlie shuddered and backed off astep. Thislittle girl had him down and whipped. Couldn't scrap alick
agang her.

"What you want with me?' He didn't like the way his voice sounded—all high up and scrub whiny.
She gared a him. "With you? Nothing."

"Then—?'

Sheraised ahand and hisvoice died. He tried to speak but couldn't make a sound.

"Quiet now. I'm waiting for someone else, and | don't want you scaring her away.”

Point of Grace's vocasblared to life again.
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Gia hears the voices as soon as she steps through the door. Children's voices, whimpering,
sobbing... lost sounds that tear at her heart. She recognizes the waiting room of Menelaus Manor
but the voices are coming from the second floor. She rushes up the stairs and finds herself in a
long hall lined with doors. Eight of them. The voices are louder here, and grow louder still as she
moves down the hall. All the doors but one are open and as she passes each she sees a child, a boy
or agirl, standing alone in the center of an empty room, sobbing. Some cry out for their
mommies. Pressure buildsin Gia's throat as she tries to enter the rooms to comfort them, but she
can't stop. She must keep moving down the hall toward the closed door at its end. She stops
before it and reaches for the knob, but before she touches it the door slams open and there's Tara
Portman, the front of her blouse all bloody and her eyes wide with fear, and she's screaming,
"Help! Help! Someone's hurt! You've got to come! Come now! NOW!™

Giaawoke with astart and the word NOW! echoing through her head. She looked around the darkening
bedroom. Through the window she saw that the sun was down and twilight fading fast.



A nap. She hadn't dept well last night. Sheld kept waking from dreams, remembering little of them except
that they were disturbing. Being pregnant probably added to the fatigue. But astired as she'd felt dll
afternoon, she'd fought Jack's suggestion of anap until she could barely keep her eyes open. Findly sheld
alowed hersdlf aquick lie-down on the bed, just for afew minutes... Shed just had another disturbing
dream. What had it been about? She seemed to remember something about Mendaus—

Gialunged to her feet asit dl rushed back to her: Tarasterrified face as she screamed about someone
being hurt and how Gia had to come now. Now!

"Jeck!"

A bolt of darm shot through her chest as she ran downgtairs through the dark house to the kitchen where
she had Jack's cell phone number magneted to the refrigerator door. She found it, dided, but wastold by
amechanica voicethat he wasn't available. Sheflipped on alight, grabbed her pocketbook, and dumped
it onto the counter. She rummaged through the mess until she found the Ifasen brochure she'd picked up
at Mendaus Manor. She punched in the number and hung on through the rings until the Kentons voice
mail picked up. She hung up without leaving amessage.

Giadidn't know if someonewasredly hurt or if the dream had been nothing more than that, but she had
thisawful feding that something must be wrong. Whatever the case, she couldn't smply st here. She
knew she'd promised to stay away, but if Jack was hurt she wanted to be there; if he wasn't, she could
hang out and visit for awhile. Promise or no promise, she was heading for Mendlaus Manor. Now.

She picked up the phone again and called for a cab.
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Givinginto animpulseto stop in at Giads, Jack stepped off the N train at the Fifty-ninth Street station and
walked over to Sutton Square. He hadn't seen her al day.

He had akey but he knocked anyway. And knocked again when she didn't answer. Odd. He saw lights
oninsde. He used hiskey and entered. When he saw that the dlarm was armed he knew Giawasn't
home. He punched in the code and stood in the foyer wondering where she could be. Hed told her he
wouldn't make dinner so maybe sheld gone out by hersdlf. But dinner donein arestaurant... that wasn't
Gia

He stepped down the hall to the kitchen to seeif sheld left him anote but stopped cold when he found
one of Lyl€e's Ifasen brochures on the counter instead.

Aw, no. Sheldd promised she'd stay away from that place. Had she...?

He picked up the phone, hit redia, and eventualy heard Lyl€e's outgoing message.

That wasit. She was heading for Mendlaus Manor. Could be there aready.

Jack dashed for the front door. He didn't like this. Giawouldn't bresk a promise without a damn good
reason. Something was very wrong.
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Gia hesitated when she saw a shadowy form standing halfway down the walk to the Kentons front door.
The sky was moonless but the house wasllit up like they were throwing a party. The figure wastoo small
for Jack or Lyle or Charlie.

Then she spotted the dog.



Oh, no, Giathought. Not her again.

"Please say away," the woman said in avoice a once rgpid-fire and lilting. In the faint wash of light from
the house Gia could see she wore an orange sari tonight. Her nogtril ring had been replaced by atiny
jewded stud. "'l have warned you before but you did not heed. Thistime you must listen.”

Gias annoyance got the better of her as she edged past. She needed to be in that house, not out here
listening to awoman who probably wasn't dl there.

"What'syour problem?Why are you telling methis?'

Her slver-ringed fingers twisted the long braid hanging over her shoulder. "Because that houseis
dangerousfor you."

"So you've sad, but nothing's happened.”

The woman's black eyesboreinto her. "If you won't think of yourself, think of the baby you carry.”
Giastumbled back astep, shaken. "What?' How could she know? "Who are you?'

"I'm your mother." She spokeflatly, asif stating the obvious. "A mother knows these things."

That clinched it. Gias mother wasin lowaand thiswoman was crazy. She had her going for amoment
with that remark about the baby... awild lucky guess.

"Thank you for your concern,” she said, backing away toward the house. Never confront a crazy person.
"But I'veredly got to getingde.”

The woman stepped closer. "Oh, please," she said, her voice thick with anguish. She clutched her braid
with both hands now, twisting it back and forth. She seemed genuindly upset. "Don't go in there. Not
tonight."

Giadowed her retreat as something within her cried out to listen. But she couldn't Stay out here when
Jack wasinsde, possibly hurt. Sheforced hersalf to turn and run up the steps to the porch. The front
door stood open. Without knocking she hurried inside and closed it behind her and fdlt...

... welcome.

How odd. Almost asif the house were overjoyed to see her. But that wasn't possible. Just relief from
escaping that crazy woman.

"Hell0?" she called. " Jack? Lyle? Charlie?"

Then Giaheard the music. She couldn't catch the words but it sounded upbeat and soulful. And it was
coming from the cdllar. She hurried down the steps but stopped when she saw the devastation. It looked
like abomb had gone off—the paneling and concrete floor had been torn to pieces and scattered,;
random holes had been dug into the dirt beneath.

And then she saw Charlie, huddled againgt the far wall. He looked terrified and was gesturing to her. His
mouth worked, forming words, but he wasn't speaking. What was he trying to tell her? He looked crazy.
Firg the Indian lady, now Charlie. Had everyone gone mad?

"Charlie? Where's Jack?'
The music stopped. And with that Charlie started to speak.



"Gia" He pointed to her left. "She—it'sherel”
Gia stepped into the cellar and gasped when she noticed thelittle girl.

"Tara?' After visiting her father, seeing her photo collection, hearing her story, Giafdt asif she knew this
child. "It'sredly you, isn't it."

She nodded her blond head. "Hello, mother.”

Mother? There seemed to be alot of confusion about that going around.

"No, I'm not your mother."

"Oh, I know."

"Thenwhy—?'

Charlie pushed away from thewall and edged closer. "Get out, Gial She been waiting on you."

"That's okay, Charlie." Despite the cellar's cool dampness, Giafelt warm and welcome. "I'm not afraid.
Where's Jack?"

"He and Lyleleft me hereaone.” He pointed to Tara. "Then that showed up.”
"My mother..." Tarafrowned. " She doesn't think about me anymore.”
"That's because she can't, honey. She—"

"I know." The words came out flat, with no feding.

Charlie had reached her sde now. He gripped her arm with a cold, trembling hand. His voice sounded
ragged, barely above awhisper.

"We gotta get outta here. If shelet us.”

Gialooked at Tara. "Y ou're not holding us here, are you?"

The child smiled wigtfully. "1'd like the mother to Say for awhile.”

"Not right!" Charlie said. "Dead and living don't mix!"

"Why don't you go," Giasad. "I'll say."

"Nuh-uh." Charlie shook his head. "Not without you, | ain't. Thisis bad—she bad. Can't you fed it?"

Giafdt sorry for him. He was so frightened he was shaking. Oddly, shefelt perfectly calm. Hard to
believe she wastalking to the ghost of amurdered child and didn't fedl the least bit afraid. Because she
knew this poor lost soul, understood what she needed.

"I'll befine"
He shook his head again. "We both go or we both stay.”

"Tdl youwhat." Shetook Charliesarm and led him toward the steps. "WEell both go up and then Il
come back down, just for afew minutes.”



But asthey reached the steps Gia stopped—not because she wanted to, but because something was
blocking her way. Aninvisblewall.

With achill of foreboding sheturned. "Tara?'
"You can't go," Tarasaid with apout. "I need the mother to stay.”
That's the heart of it, Giathought. She wants a mother—needs a mother.

She felt the nurturer within her responding, reaching out to quell that need. But she had to beredlistic
here.

Gia spoke softly, dowly. "L ook, Tara, | know you want your mother, but she can't come. | can't take her
place, but «f there's something | can—"

Tarashook her head. "No. Y ou don't understand. | don't want amother."
Giagared at her, baffled. "Then what—?"

And then everything changed. A wave of cold dammed through the air as Taras expression shifted from
sweet innocence to rage. She bared her teeth.

"] want to be amother."

The earth suddenly gave way under Gias feet. She screamed as she and Charlie tumbled into the black
pit that opened beneath them.

10
Assoon as Lyle stepped out of the taxi he sensed something was wrong.

Then he saw someone running toward him aong the sdewalk. He tensed, ready to jump back into the
cab until he recognized Jack.

"Hey, Jack. What'sthe hurry?"

Jack stopped before him, puffing, but not too heavily. "Gia. | think she's here.”
"Why would—7?" He stopped himsdlf. "Never mind. Let'sgo see”

Asthey waked toward the house Lyle said, "Y ou run dl the way from Manhattan?'
"Just from the subway."

"Why didn't you take acab?’

"Subway's faster this hour.”

Lylelooked at Jack and noticed that his outline was no longer blurred. Maybe his strange new awareness
was gone, or maybe it only worked in the house. But the nearer Lyle drew to the house, the stronger the
sense of wrongness. He couldn't place hisfinger on it until—

"I'll be damned!" He stopped, staring.
Jack stopped beside him. "What?"

"Thewindows... thedoors... they're closed!" He laughed. "Thisisgreat! We can put on the AC now."



"l don't likeit," Jack said, moving again.

"Why not? Maybe it means whatever's been there has gone home."

"I doubt it."

Lylefollowed Jack, saw him go to step up onto the front porch, then fall back.
"Whet the—?"'

Lyle came up beside him. "What happened? Sip?"

And then Lyle could go no further. He stared at hisfoot, stranded in midair halfway to thefirst porch
step. A chill ran down his back as he kicked his shoe forward, putting some weight behind it, but it didn't
get any farther than before.

"Oh, man!" hesaid asicy fingers clawed hisgut. "Oh, man, oh, man, oh, man! What's this shit?'
"I don't know," Jack said.

Hethrew apunch at the air but hisfist cameto ascreaming halt in midair. Lyletried the same. Pain shot
through his shoulder as his hand stopped short at about the same plane as Jack's.

It wasnt like hitting awall. It wasnt like hitting anything. No impact. Hishand smply... stopped. And no
matter how hard he pushed it wouldn't advance amillimeter farther.

Lyleglanced at Jack and saw him backing up, searching the ground. He bent, came up with arock, and
threw it. Lyle watched it arc toward the house, then stop in midair and drop to the ground.

With aguttural roar Jack hurled himself at the front steps, only to stop short and stagger back.
"Gidsin therd"

"Y ou don't know that."

"l do! Damn! Thisiswhat Tarawas after al along—to get Giadonein there.”

"But she'snot done. Char—" Lyl€e's heart tripped, skipped a beat. "Oh, shit. Charli€'sin there too. What
do you think's happening?'

"Don't know, but it can't be good if she's got the place sealed up." He started for the side of the house.
"Let'sseeif thisgoesal theway around.”

It did. They circled the house, punching at its windows and rear door, throwing rocks et it. Anyone
seeing them had to think they were drunk and locked out. They cdled for Giaand Charlie, but no one
answered.

Then they came to the garage—and walked right in. But they couldn't reach the door from the garage to
the house.

Lyle leaned againgt the impenetrable air and felt sick. This couldn't be—shouldn't be. What was
happening to the world?



Hisface was reddening with the effort of trying to force abroom handle through the barrier. "Getsto you,
doesnt it. Downisup, up isdown, immutable laws get broken, things you dways thought impossible
aren't.” With agrunt of frustration he tossed the broom across the garage. ""Welcome to my world."

Lyle spotted aladder leaning against thewall. "Hey, if we can't get through it, maybe we can get over it."
"Do not waste your time," said awoman's voice. ™Y ou cannot.”

Lyleturned and saw aHindu woman in an orange sari. Her dark eyes, and those of the big German
shepherd standing beside her, were on Jack.

"Why not?' Lylesad.

"Becauseit goesup far.”

"How far?" Jack said,

"Forever."

Who wasthis lady? Whered she come from?

"How do you know so much about this?' Lyle asked.

"I know."

Theway shesadit, Lyle believed her.

"Y ou've got to do better than that," Jack said.

He took astep toward her but stopped when the dog growled.

Her eyesflashed at him. "Have | not warned you about this house and its dangers for you and your
woman? Have | not? And neither of you listened!”

Why didn't | know about this? Lyle thought.

"Y eah, you did. And obvioudy we should have. So what? |-told-you-so doesn't solve the problem. If
you know so much, what's going on in there?’

"Y our woman and her baby arein grave danger.”

Baby?Was Gia pregnant? Lyle saw Jack blanch. He looked frightened, something Lyle hadn't thought
possible.

"How do—? Never mind. What kind of danger? Why?*

"The why does not matter because the why has changed. But the danger ismortd.”
Lylesmouth went dry. "Charlietoo?"

Shedidntlook a him. "Anyonein that house now isin danger.”

How could she know al this—any of it? She could be wrong or just plain crazy.

Jack seemed to have bought it. Hewasturning in acircle, hishands raised and balled into figts. He
looked ready to explode.



"Got to beaway in. Got to!"

The woman's eyes remained fixed on Jack. She paid Lyle no more heed than a piece of furniture.

"Y ou cannot bresk in, and no one inside can break out. Y ou must be allowed in or out."

"Allowed? How do we arrange that?"

"I do not know for certain. Perhaps by offering the entity something she wants more than your woman."
Jack said nothing, just stood and stared at the woman.

"Nameit," Lyletold her. Thiswas Charlie, his brother at risk heretoo. The sky wasthe limit. "Whatever
it iswe can useto trade, nameit and well do our damnedest to get it."

"Itsnot anit," Jack said. He tarted for the door with asfcange light in hiseyes, dmost like glee, yet
disturbingly malevolent. It made Lyle want to back away. "It'sahe. And | know who. Let'sgo."

Lyle had a sudden inspiration as to who that "he'" might be and was very glad he was not him.
11

"Youdl right?' Charlie said from where he sprawled next to her.

Giahad landed on her |eft leg harder than her right and it hurt. She pulled it under her and tried to stand,
leaning against the dirt wall at her back for support. It held.

"| think s0." She brushed off her jeans. "How about you?'
Charliestood esslly. "Fine"

Light filtered down from above. Gialooked up. She could see the panels of the cellar ceiling, but al
around her was dirt. She and Charlie had dropped into awell-like pit maybe a dozen feet deep and half
that across.

She fought a surge of panic asthe walls seemed to tilt toward her and move in. She closed her eyes and
clenched her teeth to let the moment pass. She'd never been claustrophobic, but she'd never been tossed
into an oubliette before ther.

"Tara?' she called. Her fear-dry throat made it sound more like acroak than aname. "Taral"
No reply.

"Tara, why are you doing thisto us? We never hurt you. We can help bring your killer to justice. Please
let usout!™

Only sllencefrom above.

Gid's heart pounded as sheran her hands over the smooth circular wall. The dirt was hard packed, with
no ridges or depressions for handholds.

She glanced at Charlie. Hiswild-eyed gaze darted up and around and back. Helicked hislipsas he
placed his sneakered right foot against the wall, then stretched out his arms and placed both hands
againgt the opposite sde. When heraised his|eft foot and put it next to hisright, he was arched across
the pit. Now he started inching his hands and feet upward toward light and freedom.



But after haf afoot or so hishands dipped off the wdl and hefell, landing on dl fourslike a cat. Without
aword hetried again, with the same result.

He stood and leaned against the wall, head back, eyes closed, breathing hard.
"Lord, give methe strength for this, | pray you. Please.”

Hetried again and thistime advanced maybe afoot before falling. He sat hunched against the wall, knees
up, head down, the picture of dgjection.

"If thewallswasjust one foot closer—half afoot, even—I could damit. | know | could.”
"It'sokay," Giasaid softly. "Y ou gaveit your best shot.”
"Not good enough." He stood and looked at her. "We trapped.”

Giaglanced up and thought about standing on Charlie's shoulders. But even then sheld be short of the
upper rim.

"Maybe Tarawill get us out when she'sready.”

"When's that gonna be? And why we down here anyway?"
Giashrugged. "I don't know. Maybe she just wanted us out of theway."
"That don't make no sense.”

Giahad to agree, but did aghost have to make sense? Look at what she'd said before the ground
opened up: | want to be a mother. What did that mean? How could she be a mother? She was dead.
But that wouldn't stop her from wanting what she couldn't have, Gia supposed.

"At least werre not hurt." She pointed to her shoulder bag lying on the dirt floor. She'd dropped it when
they fell. "And we won't go hungry because | have a couple of power barsin my—" She dropped to her
knees beside the bag as she remembered. "Oh, God. My cell phone!

She rummaged through the jumbled contents and pulled out the phone, but when she turned it on, nothing
happened. No light, no beep, no power.

"Damn, it'sdead.”

Charlie knelt beside her. "Like | said. Wetrapped. Shewouldn't let us up the stepsand | bet sheain't
lettin' nobody down. All we got left is prayer.”

"And hopethat Jack figures out I'm here." Gia cursed hersdf for not leaving him anote, but she thought
shewasgoing to him. "Once he knows, hell get usout.”

Charlielooked at her. "Y ou say that likeit adone ded.”

"Inaway itis. He'sinventive and relentless and he won't quit on me. Ever.” The asmpletruth of that wasa
balm on her nerves.

"That ain't no done dedl. That'sjust ahope.”

Giasmiled. "No... it'sfaith." Shelooked around &t the high dirt walls. "But we ought to betrying
something to get oursalves out." She reached out and touched the pin on Charli€'s sweatshirt, "wwjd.



Not abad ideain adtuation likethis."
"Truethat. What Would Jesus Do?"

"I was thinking more dong the lines of What Would Jack Do?" A thought occurred to her. "Where's
Lyle, by theway?"

"Out mackin' some ladies group. Shoulda been back by now."

"I'd guess you can count on him doing what he can to get you out of here aswell, right? WWLD—What
Would Lyle Do?!

Charlielooked away. "Anything he could. He never let me down before, not 'bout to start now.” Gia
heard acatch in hisvoice. "Moréen he can say for me."

"l don't understand.”

"Long story."

"| think welve got time.”

He shook his head and looked ashamed. "Nuh-uh.”

As Charlie folded his hands and bowed his head to pray, Gia scanned the walls again looking for
something, anything. She remembered Jack asking her onceif she wanted to take up wall climbing. She'd
laughed him off. The last thing she wanted to do with her sparetimewas cling to awall like abug. Now
shewished she'd taken him up on it. Not that thiswall offered much in the way of handholds, but at
least—

What was that?

She spotted something shiny up on thewall. There. About six inches or so above her head. Keeping her
eyesfixed on the spot, she reached up and touched it. Something hard stuck inthedirt. It felt metallic.
She dug her fingernailsinto the dirt around it, clearing some away, but it wastoo hard.

"Charlie? I've found something.”
Hewas beside her in aflash. "What? Where?"
"It'ssomekind of metd."

Charlies extraheight put him at eyelevel withit. "Look like brass or copper. Probably just scrap from
when the place built."

"Let'sdig it out. Who knows? Maybe it's something we can use.”

"A'ight. Lef'ssee”

As Charlie dug with his hands, Giaknelt and dug into her shoulder bag again. Findly shefound it.
"Here" shesad, holding up ametd nall file. "Try this"

Hetook it and began stabbing at the dirt, loosening it and then digging it out with hisfingers. Soon it
became clear that they'd found some sort of metal bar. When he'd exposed enough of it, Charlie grabbed
the end and began wiggling it back and forth.



"Herewe go!" he said as dirt began flying everywhere. "We got it now!"

Suddenly it came free and he sumbled back, falling againgt the opposite wall. He shook off the dirt and
held up what he'd unearthed.

Giagasped. "A cross!"

A crosswith no top piece worth mentioning. Exactly like the crosses|eft on the wall after the whirlpool
had receded. This one's crosspiece was dightly bent and twisted and looked like nickel or silver; the
upright was brass, or something that looked very much likeit.

Charlie stared at it. " Gotta be one of the tau crosses from the blocksin the wall. They musta buried them
after they pried them out. But wefound one!” Heheld it high. "It'sasign!”

"It'sadiggingtoal!”
"Dig?1 think we degp enough dready.”
"Not down—in. We can use thisto dig footholds and handholds so we can climb out of here.”

Charlie grinned. "Why didn't | think of that?' He gripped the base and swung the cross at thewall. The
cross-piece dug in and sent dirt flying. "Oh, yeah! We on our way. We best this ghost yet.”
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"Shit!" Jack rose and stepped back from the door. "Latch won't budge. WEll have to do thisthe hard
way."

The hard way? Lyle had thought they were dready doing it the hard way. Here hewas standing in his
socks on arooftop in Soho while the guy he was with tried to break into the building below. He felt
exposed, asif he were on an open-air stage. At least there was no moon, but plenty of light leaked in
from the city around them. All someone had to do was ook out awindow in one of the higher buildings
nearby and see them trying to jimmy the lock on the roof door. A 911 call would get them arrested for
crimina trespass, attempted B and E, and who knew what else.

Still, better to be caught now than after they'd picked up what they'd come for; kidnapping was a capital
offense.

Half an hour ago Jack had left Lyle at abar named Julio's; hed returned afew minutes later in a different
et of clothes and carrying agym bag that clinked and rattled with the metallic sound of tools. They'd
driven herein Jack’s car and parked outside. Jack had stood across the street from the building and
studied it for afew minutes, then moved on. Half ablock down they'd sneaked up afire escape and
traveled across three other roofs to reach this one. Sure, easy for Jack; he was dressed for this sort of
thing. Lylewas gtill in adress shirt and suit pants—and black leather shoes no less. Jack had made him
take them off when they reached this particular roof.

So, if what they'd been doing was the easy way, what was the hard way?

Jack lifted hisjersay and began unwinding alength of nylon cord from around hiswaist. Whered that
comefrom?

He handed Lyle the free end of the rope and whispered, "Tie thisto that vent pipe over there."

Lylewas more used to giving orders than taking them, but this was Jack's show, s0 he deferred to his
expertise. Jack seemed to know what he was doing. With somebody e se this sortie might have turned



into amale-bonding experience, but Jack had changed after leaving the house. He went silent and into
himsdlf. The easygoing manner had falen away, replaced by coal crisp efficiency behind an impenetrable
hardshell exterior. A man on amission, determined to bring home the goods at whatever cost. Lyle found
him alittle scary. Asif hed locked dl the gentler human emotionsin asmal back room, leaving his dark
and raw Sde unfettered.

"Tiewhy?'
"I'm going over thesde”

Lyl€'s chest tightened. He stepped to the parapet and peeked over. He stood atop athree-story building.
Fdling from here would be like jJumping out afourth-story window. A surge of vertigo gripped him and
threatened to pull him over, but he hung on until the spinning passed. He expected to seea brick wall;
instead he saw smooth beveled surfaces and ornate columns.

He turned back to Jack. "Y ou're crazy. There's nothing to hold onto.”

"Y eah. These old ironclads can be a bitch.”

Lylefelt asaismic tremor start from his center and pulse out to his extremities.

"I don't think | can do this, Jack." Actudly he was absolutely positive he could not go over that ledge.
Jack gave him ahard look. ™Y ou backing out on me?"

"No, it'sjud... heights. I'm—"

"Y ou thought you were going over that wall?" He shook hishead. "Not a chance. Y ou're here to waich
the rope and make sure that pipe doesn't start to bend.”

Lyle sghed with relief. That he could do.

Jack pulled on apair of work gloves and took the rope from Lyle. Hetied it around a stedl pipejutting
verticaly from the roof, tested the knot, glided to the parapet, and sat on the edge.

"How do we know this guy's even home?"

"We don't. But the third floor—where | assume the bedrooms would be—is dark. The second floor isal
litupand atelevisonison.”

"How canyoutdl?'

Jack looked impatient. "Different kind of light. And besides, he hasn't been very mobile since our last
mesting." He glanced down. "Herestheplan..."

Lylelistened, nodded afew times, then helped Jack ease over the edge. Shifting his attention between
Jack and the vent pipe, Lyle watched him ease down the iron facade and stop next to the window
directly below. Further down, Lyle saw passing cars and strolling pedestrians.

Please don't ook up.

Jack placed afoot on the ledge and eased up the window. Grest. It was unlocked. But then, who locks a
third-story window? Especidly in summer.

Jack disappeared through the opening and seconds later the free end of the rope sailed back out. Lyle



quickly hauled it up and untied the other end from the pipe. He coiled the rope as he padded back to the
roof door, then shoved it into Jack's gym bag. Asingtructed, he pulled on apair of latex gloves and was
ready and waiting when Jack opened the door from theinside.

As Jack exchanged hiswork glovesfor alatex pair, he whispered, "Heréswhereit could get dicey. If
Bdlitto'saone, we're golden. But if that big guy | told you about is here..."

He reached into the bag and pulled out a pistol with adark matte finish. Lyle didn't know much about
guns, but he knew a semi-automatic when he saw one, and assumed it was a9 mm. And he knew that fat
cylinder stuck on the end of the barrd was asilencer.

The sight of it, and the casua way Jack handled it, made him queasy.

It had seemed like such agood idea back at the house, asmple, straightforward plan: Trade Taraskiller
for Charlieand Gia. But the farther they'd traveled from the surreality of Mendlaus Manor into the
reassuring hard redity of Manhattan, the more the idea of kidnapping a child murderer—suspected child
murderer; they had no red proof—from his own gpartment seemed downright insane.

Andnow... agun.
Lyle swallowed. "Y ou're not realy going to use that, are you?"'

Jack'svoicewasflat. "I'll use whatever | haveto. HE's no good to us dead, so | want him alive, if that's
what you're worried about. But I'll do what needs to be doneto get him." His cold dark eyes, the ones
that had seemed such amild brown this morning, bored into Lyle. "Maybe you should wait here.”

"No." That was Charlie trapped in that house back there. His brother. His blood. Lyle would help Jack
and worry about law and morality later. "I've comethisfar. I'min."

Jack nodded once. "Want the Glock?'

Glock? Oh, the gun.

"I'd better not."

"Well, no way you're going in empty-handed.”

He reached back into the gym bag and came up with something Lyle recognized: ablack lesther sap.
"Comfortable with this?'

Lyle could only nod. He wasn't comfortable at al, and doubted he could crack that weighted end against
anybody's skull, no matter who they were, but he took the heavy thing and stuck it in his pocket.

Next Jack pulled out aroll of duct tape and began tearing off strips, some long, some short. These he
stuck to thefront of hisjersey.

Then they were ready. Jack worked the dide on his pistol, picked up the bag, and started down the
sairwell.

"Hey, wait," Lyle whispered as something occurred to him. " Shouldn't we be wearing masks? Y ou know,
like stockings or something?'

“Why?



The reason was so obvious he was surprised Jack hadn't thought of it. He seemed to have thought of
everythingdse.

"So thisguy doesn't see our faces."
"Why should we care?’

"Because what if Taradoesn't want to trade? Then we're left with a guy we've kidnapped who knows
what we look like. He can go to the cops—"

"He won't be going to the cops.”

"Why? Because he'sachild killer and he's got more to hide than we do? Maybe. But we're taking him to
my house, not yours. Helll know where | live, not—"

"Won't matter what he knows."

"It matter to me, damnit."

Jack looked at him, his eyes colder and darker than ever, and spoke very dowly. "It... wont... matter.”
The full meaning of thewords struck Lylelike arunaway D train.

"Hey, listen, Jack, | don't think | want to be part of—"

Jack turned away. "Y ou won't be. Not your problem. Come on. Let's bag this mutant.”

Jack started down the stairs. Lyle held back, weighted down by the cold lump of lead that had formed in
his ssomach. But the thought of Charlie spurred him to follow.

At the bottom of the stairwell they entered a dark halway lined with anumber of doors, dl closed. No
light seeped around them. Cooler here. Air-conditioning doing itsjob. Thesmell of fried onionsintheair.
Light filtered up from astairway at itsfar end, and with it the sound of canned laughter—asit-com on the
TV.

Jack handed the bag to Lyle and moved toward the sairs with his pistol before him. Lyle followed. At
the top step he motioned Lyle to wait, then he descended the stairs one at atime with excruciating
downess, keegping his sneakered feet againgt the wall at the very edge of each tread. He reached the
bottom and disappeared for amoment, then returned to motion Lyle down. Walking in his socks—his
noisy leather-soled shoes were stowed in the gym bag—L yle followed Jack's example, staying near the
wall end of the treads.

At the bottom he looked around. They stood in asmall, spare dining room. Dinner plates ill cluttered
the mahogany table. The kitchen to theleft, and another room besideit; Lyle guessed from the glowing
computer screen that it was some sort of office. Theliving room lay to theright; the TV sounds came
from there.

Lyle jumped as a phone rang in the office. He looked to Jack to see what to do but Jack was aready
moving like a cat toward the living room. He reached the entrance at the same time another man dressed
in gray suit pants and awhite shirt with French cuffs came out. He was older, a six-footer with pale skin
and dark receding hair, and he was moving carefully, asif movement was uncomfortable. Thishad to be
the man they'd come for, the Eli Bellitto Jack had told him about.

Jack shoved the silencer under the man's chin and grabbed a handful of hair at the back of his head,



yanking it back to expose histhroat.
"Hdlo, Eli," hesaid in alow, harsh voice. "Molest any little boystoday?'

Lyledidn't think hed ever seen anyone more terrified. The man looked ready to collgpse from shock and
fear as Jack backed him into the living room.

"W-what? How—7?"

Lyle, sl carrying the gym bag, followed at adistance. In the living room abig Sony—a
thirty-something-incher—was playing a Seinfeld rerun.

"Down! On thefloor!"

Bellitto'sface twisted in pain as Jack kicked the back of his knees, sending him down to apraying
position.

"No! Please! I'm hurt!”

The Seinfeld audience laughed.

"That'sthe least of your worries," Jack said, hisvoice till low.

He pushed Bellitto face down on the bare hardwood floor, then half straddled him, pressing akneeinto
the smdll of hisback. Bdllitto groaned in pain.

Lyle kept reminding himself that this creep had killed Tara Portman and who knew how many other kids,
and that Jack was closer to this Situation than he—after dl, hed seen the guy snatch akid firsthand. He
was playing rough, but if anyone deserved it. ..

Jack pulled ashort strip of duct tape from his shirt and dapped it over the man's mouth. Then he looked
upaLyle.

"Over here"

Lyle hesitated, then approached. Jack handed him the pital.

Hewinked a Lyle. "Hetries anything cute, shoot himin the ass.”

The Seinfeld audience laughed again.

"Yeah." Lyle cleared histhroat. Hissdivafdt like glue. " Sure thing. Which cheek?”

Jack smiled—aquick one, thefirst Lyle had seen tonight—and gave him a thumbs up. Then he pulled
Bdllitto's arms back and used the longer strips of tape to bind his hands. He stood and held out his hand;
Lylegladly returned him the pistal.

"One down." Jack looked around. "Maybe one more to go. Maybe not."

Lyle hoped not. Barely thirty seconds had passed since the phonering, but in that brief period he knew
he'd gone from flimflam man to class-A or -B fdon. He wasn't made for the rough-and-tumble scene, for
gunsand violence. It had him shaking from hisfingernailsto hisspine.

Jack gestured with his pistol toward Bellitto. "Help me get him up.”

They each grabbed the trussed man under an arm and lifted him into a soft, cream-colored chair. Bdllitto



winced in pain but Jack seemed unmoved.

Lyle grabbed his shoes from the gym bag and dipped them on. No further need for stedlth that he could
see, and it felt good to have something on hisfeet again besides socks.

"Anybody ese here, EIi?'

When Bdlitto didn't respond Jack leaned close, grabbed his hair, and pulled his head up o that they
were nose to nose.

"Where's your buddy Minkin? Is he around? Y ou can nod or shake, Eli. Now."
Bellitto shook his head.

"Y ou expecting him or anyone soon?"

Another head shake.

Jack shoved him back. "Right. Like I'd believe you." Heturned to Lyle. "Get out your sap and stay close
to him. Hetriesto get up, clock him down."

Lyle didn't want to be |eft done here with this man. "Wher€'re you going?*

"To check the other rooms. Just to be sure. I've got this bad feding Minkin's hiding someplace, maybe
upgtairs. | don't want to leave him behind if he'shere. And while I'mat it, I'll seeif | can find something to
wrap up thisgarbage." He looked around the bare living room. " Jeez, Eli. Y ou ever hear of arug?'

As Jack stalked away, pistol at ready, Lyle pulled the sap from his pocket and took a position behind
Bellitto where he wouldn't have to see his cold eyes. He was glad the man's mouth was taped so he
couldnt talk or plead. Did he have any ideaithiswas hislast night dive?

Suddenly Lyle heard a hoarse cry—Jack's voice—echo from the other end of the house.
Oh, shit, what now?

Hetightened his swesty grip on the handle of the sgp as his heartbeat lunged into triple time. Damn, he
should have taken that gun when Jack offered it.

And then Jack flew into the room, face white, teeth bared, the pistol in one hand, a sheet of paper inthe
other.

Lyle cringed at the ook in his eyes. He hadn't thought a human could ook like that—like death itself.
He jumped back as Jack backhanded the pistol across Bellitto's head and held the paper before him.

"What isthis? Who sent it?' He dropped the sheet into Bellitto's ap and ripped the tape from his mouith,
then he lowered the pigtal till the muzzle was poised over one of the man'slegs. " Now, Bdlitto, or | sart
sending your kneesto hdll, one piece a atimetill | hear what | want!"

13

"Much asl'd liketo see Jack," Charliesaid, "I hope he don't pop in right now. Thismight be just aleetle
hard to explain.”

Gialaughed. "I wouldn't even bother. I'd just get on his case about what took him so long."



Giasfeet rested in afoothold about four feet off the floor of their prison and her arm ached asshedug a
new hole above her head in the dirt wall. Charlie was behind and below her, holding her in place by
pushing againgt the backs of her upper thighs. Hed dug out thefirst four holesin record time—the ability
to do something to help them out had galvanized him into a digging machine—stretching asfar ashe
could for the lagt; then it was Gia's turn. Somebody needed to use the foot- and handholds to dig the next
ones. Since shewas smaller and lighter, it was easier for Charlie to hold her up.

"God, thisdirt ishard.”

She kept her eyes closed and her face averted to avoid the loose earth that rained down as she stabbed
the crossinto thewall. She was covered with dirt; her short blond hair was especidly full of it; shefelt
gritty and grimy, but she kept jabbing away. They were making progress, they were getting out.

The cross clunked against something in the hole. Ancther swing, another clunk, with very littledirt falling
out.

"Uh-oh. | think I'm up against arock."

"Y ou got it degp enough for afoot yet?'

Giagauged the opening to be three inches deep, tops. "Not yet."
"Seeif you can dig aroundit.”

"What if it'stoo big?’

Shefdt Charlie shift behind her.

"Here. Stand on my shoulders and seeif you can get alook. If it too big we shift the holeto one side. If it
an't, seeif you can yank it out."

"You'resure?'
"Doit. Just don't go droppin' it on my dome.”

Clinging to the shallow depression sheld been digging, Gialifted one hesitant foot onto Charlie's shoulder,
then the other. Straightening her knees, sheraised her head to the level of the hole and looked in—

—to find the empty sockets of achild's skull staring back at her.

Gialet out ascream of shock and revulsion and lurched back. Shelost her grip and started to fall.
Terrified, she nailed her arms about but could find nothing to hold on to. Somehow Charlie managed to
catch her and save her frominjury.

"What'swrong?"'

Giasobbed. "A child's skeleton. Maybe Tarahersdlf. | hatethis" she shouted, |etting the tears flow. She
thought of Vicky, how except for luck that might have been her skull. "This shouldn't happen to anyone,
especidly not achild!" Shewiped at her tears and the back of her hand came away muddy. "What kind
of monster—?"

The ground shook then. Just alittle, but enough to bring her around.

Charliewasturning, looking up at the surrounding walls. "Y ou fed that?"



Gianodded. "l sure—"

A section of the wall near the top broke free then and tumbled onto them. Gia coughed and gagged as
sheinhaled acloud of dirt. Another load of earth landed on her back, knocking her to her knees.

"It'scollgpsing! Well be buried!"

The cascade continued as Charlie grabbed her arm and pulled her to her feet. "Keep moving your legs!
Stay ontop of it asit fdld"

It was like being under adirt waterfall, but Gia saw what he meant. Aslong astoo much didn't fal a
once, they had a chance of—

She cried out as something cold wrapped around her ankle. Shelooked down and saw a smal hand,
ghostly pae, clutching her. Shetried to tug away but couldn't bresk free. Thelittle fingersheld fadt, like a
ded manacle.

Charlie gave ashout. Giaturned to seeasimilar hand gripping hisfoot. The dirt was starting to pile up
around them and his expression was frantic as hetried to yank free.

"ItsTara"
Charlie stared at her. "Why?We never did nothin' to her."

"Tara" Giacried, il trying to pull free from the relentless grip on her ankle. "Tara, sop it! Were not
your enemy!”

She dill clutched the cross. In desperation she swung it at thelittle hand, striking it just above the wridt. It
diced through the ghost flesh with no more resstance than air, and then...

The hand disappeared. She wasfree.
"Charlie! Thecross! It breaks her grip!"

Charlies ankle was buried. Gia crouched beside him and dug through the dirt till she saw the hand. She
rammed the cross againgt it and the hand disappeared.

"Praise Jesus!" Charlie cried as he jumped away from the spot where he'd been held. "Nothing can stand
againg the power of Hiscross!”

But just then she fdt another hand grab her left ankle, and till another grab her right. She glanced at
Charlie and saw that apair of arms had snaked out of the wall to trap hislower legs.

Thedirtfal doubled in volume.

Giadidn't hesitate. She dashed at one little hand and then the other. As soon astheir grip was broken she
lurched acrossthe pit to help Charlie. She dipped and the weight of the falling dirt knocked her flat. For
one panic-seared moment she thought she'd never get up, but she forced herself to her feet and reached
Charlies side. Choking and gasping, she dashed at the hands. But no sooner was he free than they both
were gripped again—by three or four hands each thistime.

"She'slikeahydral” Giashouted as she cut at the new hands—hers and Charlies—but new ones
appeared as soon as she severed the old ones.

"Don't know 'bout no hydras," Charlie said, hisvoicethick. "But | don't see us gettin' outtathisdive.



L eastways not together.”

Giaglanced at him. His expression looked stricken, asif he were about to cry.

"It's okay, Charlie. Well makeit. Weve just got to keep—"

His expression hardened, asif held cometo adecision. He stuck out his hand. "Gimme the cross.”
"I'm doing okay withit."

"No, you ain't." He grabbed her arm. His eyes had a strange look. "Not nearly. Gimme."

"Charlie? What are you doing?' Gialeaned away from him but he was stronger and had alonger reach.
He caught hold of the cross and ripped it from her grasp. "Charlie!™

Without aword he bent and began hacking a the hands imprisoning her left leg. As soon asthat was
free, he grabbed it, lifted it, and placed her foot on his back. Then he went to work on her right leg.
When that was free, helifted her and placed her on the dirt which had now piled to above his knees.

As soon as Giahit the dirt, new arms emerged like snakes and grabbed her. Charlieimmediately went to
work on these.

The dirtfadl redoubled. Giacould barely see him.

"What about you?' Her throat congtricted as she realized what he was up to. " Charlie, you've got to get
your feet freel”

"Too late," he said without looking up. He was waist deep in the dirt and kept hacking away at the new
hands as soon as they sprouted, alowing Giato Stay atop therising level of dirt. "Can't get to 'em.”

"You canif you do it now! We can both makeit."
He shook his head. "Nuh-uh. Then we both bein the same sinkin' boat."

"No!" Giacouldn't, wouldn't |et this happen. She began clawing at the dirt around hiswaist. "Well take
turnd Well—"

A ghost hand shot up from the loose earth, gripping her wrist and jerking her down. She cried out as her
face hit thedirt.

Charlie dashed at the hand, freeing her, then roughly shoved her back.

"See? See?' He was looking at her now and she could seetearsin hiseyes. Hislipstrembled as he
spoke. "'l know what I'm doin’, okay? But | don't wannado it for nothin’! Let it mean somethin', huh?"

"But Charlie—"
At that moment the dirtfall stopped.

Gialooked up, looked around, looked at Charlie. It had ceased as suddenly and mysterioudy asit had
darted. Why?

"Praisethe Lord!" Charlie sagged forward. The dirt had piled up to the lower part of his chest. He
cradled his head on hisarms and spoke toward the ground. "He's ddlivered usfrom evil!"

Jugt then Giafdt the dirt shift under her, felt it change, becomefiner, grainier. It began to move, surging



and flowing likethick fluid.

Andrigng.

"Oh, no!" Giacried. "What's happening?"

Charlie straightened and began dashing at the soil asit roseto hisarmpits.
"Don't know! Please, God, stop it! Stopit!™

Thedirt, though dry, waslapping at him like water, swallowing him, but Giaremained afl oat, buoyed on
the grainy swells. She cried out and grabbed hisfree hand, tugging on it, trying to pull him up to her level
but he was anchored fast below.

Asthe soil reached his neck hiswide terrified eyesfound her, held her, pierced her. "Oh, please, oh,
please, Lord, | don't wannadie!"

And then the dirt swirled into his open mouth and he coughed and choked and gagged and writhed,
gretching his neck. Gia, crying and whimpering with terror, tugged on hisarm but couldn't budge him.
Thedirt rose past hismouth and into his nogtrils, and his eyeswere wider, bulging, pleading, and then
with afina surge theloose earth rose and engulfed his heed, leaving only hisraised armin sight.

Giascreamed and dug at the dirt, frantically pawing &t it like adog as shetried to clear it away from his
face.

"Charliel Charlie, hang on!"

But it was like trying to dig through soup. It flowed around and through her fingers and immediately filled
back in behind her hands. She could fed hisface, touch his hair but couldn't clear away enough to see
him. If only she had ahose or a pipe, something to feed him ar until—

Suddenly Charlie's other hand broke the surface, till holding the cross. She grabbed the wrist and pulled,
throwing her back into it, but nothing! Nothing!

And then as she gripped him she felt agona tremors radiate through his arms and spread to his hands,
saw the fingers Sraighten, stiffen, drop the cross, claw the air for an ingant, then fal limp and till, twitch,
then go still once more, and not move again.

"No!" Grief spilled through Gialike acid. Sheld met Charlie only twice before and yet held given hislife
for her. She kndt and clutched his cooling hands and cried out in along, drawn-out walil that trailed off
into sobs. "No!"

"I'm sorry." Tardsvoice,

Gialooked up. What had been a pit was now a smooth, shallow depression in the earth. Tarastood half
adozen feet away, staring at her, looking as sweet and innocent as ever, but not looking sorry at all.

"Why? Thiswas agood man! He never hurt you or anyone else! How could you kill him?"
Tarastepped closer, her eyesfixed on Gia—not on her face, but her abdomen.
"Because hed only bein theway."

Gidsgrief chilled, diding toward unesse. "Intheway... of what?"



"Of what happens next."
Crygas of ice formed in Gias veins as she rose unsteadily to her feet.
"l don't understand.”

Taragmiled. "Y our baby becomes my baby."
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"No-don't-please!l" Bdllitto cried, squirming in the chair as Jack pressed thetip of the silencer over hisleft
knee. He stared down at the sheet of paper in hislap. "Please! I've never seen that beforein my lifel™

llLidll
"No! | swear!"
"Read it now then. Y ou've got ten seconds.”

The darkness within Jack pounded on the bars of its cage to be set free and let it pull the trigger and
blow this puke's kneecap into the floor. But he held it back. Bellitto wasn't exactly a spring chicken.
Didn't want to lose him to a heart attack or stroke.

Almost had aheart attack himself amoment ago when he'd walked into the office at the other end of the
gpartment. A small room, no placefor aguy Minkin'ssizeto hide, but Jack had checked the storage
closat anyway. Empty. On hisway out of the room he happened to glance at the sheet of paper lyingin
the fax machine'stray. His gaze skittered off the handwritten lines as he passed, and he was stepping
through the door when one of the words he'd seen snagged in his brain, caught like a sheet of newspaper
inafence.

... Westphden...
With acry of darm he'd legped back to the machine, snatched up the sheet, and read:

Success! The ladys Visarecords show a hefty charge to something called Pint-Size Picassos which turns
out to be asummer camp right outside Monticello. | checked and the Westphalen package isthere. All it
needsisto be picked up and we'rein business. A. can handle the job no swest.

BURN THIS!

Jack read it again, then athird time, still not believing... Westphaen... Pint-Size Picassos... that was
Vicky. Bdlitto and his gang had their sightson Vicky!

How?Why? They couldn't possibly know Vicky's connection to him—they didn't know who he was!
Or did they?
He needed some answers.

Bdlitto looked up from the note. "I don't know what thisis! I've never seenit beforel 1t must bea
misteke!"

"That doesit." Pressed the slencer muzzle degper into Bellitto'sknee.
"Jesus, Jack!" Lyle, standing behind Bdllitto, staring with wide, Sck-scared eyes.



"Hey, I'm reasonable.”" Didn't want to get into gunplay here and now. Onceit got started you never knew
where it would take you. But he had to know. Had afeding Bellitto was just a nudge away from opening
up. "I'll let him choose which kneefirg.”

Bdlitto tried to squirm away. "No! Please! Y ou must believe I've never seenit! Check thetime et the
top! It just camein! Thefax had just rung and | was on my way to check it when you stopped me."

Grabbed the sheet and handed it to Lyle—didn't want to take his eyes off Bellitto. "True?"

Lyle squinted at the tiny print, then nodded. "Y eah. Tranamission time was a couple of minutesago." He
dropped the note back onto Bellitto's |ap. "Why are you al worked up about a package?’

All right. So Bellitto hadn't seen it. That didn't mean he didn't know anything about it. Jack raised the
pistol and placed the muzzle over Bdllitto's heart.

"Vicky Westphden—what's she to you?"

Didn't expect Bdllitto's reaction—his expression registered genuine shock. He glanced down at the sheet
agan.

Jack remembered then that Vicky'sfirst name wasn't mentioned in the message. And Béllitto looked
confused, asif trying to figure out how Jack knew it.

He doesn't know she's connected to me!
Then how the hal—?

Lyleleaned forward, looking at the message again over Bdllitto's shoulder. "Y ou mean thisis about a
kid? A kid you know?' He groaned in revulsion. "Thisissick, man! Thisisredly sck!"

Jack was thinking about how there'd be no more coincidencesin hislife and how this had pushed way
beyond sick into vileand ugly.

And then he remembered the cop sniffing around Gias place, asking about Vicky. Part of Eli's"circle"?
One way to find out.

Hewaved thefax in front of Bdllitto. "Thisisfrom your cop friend, isn't it."

Bedllitto stiffened and stared a Jack. His eyes answered.

"I know your wholecircle, Eli."

Not quite, but the others were secondary. Especialy now. He grabbed the tape and dammed it back
over Bdlitto's mouth.

"I'vegot to go."
Lyleblinked. "Go? Where?'
"The Catskills. Got to get to that camp and make sure Vicky'sal right.”

What if thiswasn't the only machine thisfax went to? Bellitto had talked about his"circle." That could
mean any number in addition to Minkin. That waswho the"A." probably referred to: Adrian Minkin. He
could have received the same fax. Could be on hisway now. Maybe picking up fellow membersashe



goes, like this cop, awhole crew of pervs stalking Vicky.
"You don't haveto go!" Lyle said, sounding frantic. " ou can cal!"
"I know | can, but that's not enough.”

Hed cal right now, tell the camp Vicky's been threatened, to keep watch on her and not release her to
anyone but her mother. Then held go up there and sit guard in the woods to make sure no one screwed

up.
"But what about this guy?What do we do with him?*

"I'll help you load him into the car. Y ou take him to the house and make the trade. Tell Giato meet me at
the camp and well bring Vicky hometogether.” Caught Bdllitto staring at him with puzzled eyes. Leaned
closer to give him something to think about. "Y eah, that's right, Eli. We're trading you to Tara Portman
for someone s At least Jack hoped they were. " She'swaiting at your old buddy Dmitri's house. Got
something real specia cooked up for you.”

That ought to loosen his sphincters.
Now... find aphone. HEd seen onein that little office.

"Beright back,” hetold Lyle as he started away. He jabbed afinger toward Bellitto. "Don't let him budge
aninch."

Lyle nodded. "All right, but hurry. We don't know how much time we've got."

Jack was hafway across the dining room when he heard a sound, caught a blur of motion from the sairs
to hisleft. His guard was down but he managed to raise his hands fast enough and far enough to put the
pistol between his head and the fireplace poker swung by a gorillaof aman. The gun soun away through
theair. Jack ssumbled back, knocking into the dining room table, scattering plates and utensils, then
rolled to the side to dodge another two-handed poker swipe from Adrian Minkin.
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Giaclutched her abdomen asthe horror of what Tarawanted seeped through.

"My baby?No... you can't mean that."

Taranodded and started floating toward her. "I do. | want that baby. | need that baby."

Gia spotted the cross that had fallen from Charlie€'s hand. She stooped, grabbed it, held it up. She
couldn't believe she was doing this. Like playing a scene from one of those corny old vampire movies
Jack liked to watch.

Tarastopped. "Put that down."

"Youreafraid! Afraid of the cross!”

"I'm not afraid of anything!" she said alittletoo quickly. "It'sjudt..."
"Just what?'

"It'sjust that the crosses that were in these stones stayed too close to the wrong thing for alittle too long.
Centuriestoo long. They absorbed some.”



"What does that mean? Absorbed what?'
Tarashook her head. "1 don't know. Poison.”
"Poison for you, maybe, but churches aren't poison to me."

"Church?" Taras brow furrowed. "What makes you think that wasin a church? It lined the wal of what
you might cdl aprison.”

Giadidn't understand, but at least she had aweapon, or at least a defense. She took a couple of deep
breaths and tried to cam hersdf. She was only partly successful.

Giatook a step toward the stairs. "I'm leaving now. I'm going up those steps and out the front door.”
And never coming back. Dear God, why hadn't she listened to Jack and stayed away from here?
Tarashook her head. "No, you're not."

Her calm confidence shook Gia, but she kept up abold front.

"Weatch me."

Keeping the cross straight-armed before her, she sidled to her right toward the stairs. Tarawatched her
camly, making no moveto hat her. When Giareached the steps she stopped—she could go no further.
Asbefore, something like an invisiblewall of cotton was blocking her. She thrust out the cross—that
went through fine, but no matter how hard she pushed after it, she couldn't follow.

She turned and gasped when she saw Taradirectly behind her. She held up the cross and Tara backed
avay.

"Let'sbefair," the child said. "Y ou can have other babies. | can't have any. Ever. Let metake yours
and—"

"Don't even think about it! Y ou're not even ten years old! What could—?"

"I'd bein my twenties now!" Anger distorted her features. "I want achild! | can't have one of my own, so
I'll adopt yourd!™

"How?' Giacried. "Thisisinsand"

"No. Not insane. Very smple. If the baby dies here, within these walls, among these stones, shelll stay
here. | can keep her."

"But shesnot yourd™
Taras voice rose to a scream that shook the earth beneath Giasfeet. | DON'T CARE!"

Giawasfinding it harder and harder to bregsthe. Tara... the shifting dirt... Charlie... the granite blocks...
the strange crossin her hand... her baby...

"Tara, thisisn't you."
The child face contorted. "What do you know about me? Nothing!"

"| talked to your father."



"He gave up on me, just like my mother."

"No! Y our mother—"

"I know about my mother. She gave up firg!"

Giatried to think of away to reach her. If not through her family, then what?
"Tara, you wereloved. | saw the family pictures. Y ou with your horse—"

A quick smile. "Rhonda."

"—and your brother."

A frown. "Little brat. What aloser he turned out to be."

"Tara, how can you be likethis?' Every humane impulse and emotion seemed to have leached out of her.
"Losing you destroyed their lives. That's how important you were. | can't believe you mean this."

"Bdieveit!" Cold rage disfigured her features. "'l was ripped from my life and brought down hereto this
place where | was surrounded by thirteen men. One of them cut out my till-beating heart while the rest
watched."

Gidsfree hand flew to her mouth. "Oh, dear God!"

"Not one of them moved to stop him." Her tone wasfrigid, flat. "No one cameto save me. After that
they diced my heart into thirteen pieces and ate them.”

The horror of it pushed bileto the back of Giasthroat. "And you were awake. .. through it al?’

"No. | was drugged. But | know what was done. So don't tell me what's me and what's not. Y ou may
think you know me but you don't. | was ahappy girl. | had my wholelife ahead of me, endless
opportunities. Now | have none.”

"I'm sorry, Tara. But ill..."

"The Tarayou saw in those picturesis dead. Long dead. She died under that knife." She pulled open her
blouse to reved the empty bloody cavity of her chest. "The new Tarais heartless!”

Giastumbled back astep. "But | never hurt you. Why do you want to hurt me?"

"I don't. | don't care about you. It wantsyou dead.”

"1t?What it?" All Giacould think of was Jack's Otherness.

"l don't know. I only know it brought me back to kill you."

Kill her... dear God, someone, something wanted her dead.

"Why?' What had she ever done?

"I don't know and | don't care. I'd be happy to leave you dive just for spite. All | want isyour baby."
"But you tried to kill me, bury melike... like Charlie"

Giabit back a sob. Oh, God, poor Charlie.



"| did. But then | redlized that if you die here with your baby, you'll keep it. I'll never haveit then.”
"But the baby'sjust aclump of cells now. What would you do with—7?"

"It would be mine! | would have something of my own then! | have nothing now!" Tarainched closer.
Her voice edged toward awhine. "Come on, pretty lady. Y ou can have another. Just et mereach insde
you and squeeze, just once. Y ou won't fedl athing. Then you can go.”

Her hand darted forward but Giadashed at it with the cross and Tara snatched it back.

"It'snot fairl" Tarascreamed. "Y ou can have al the children you want and you won't give meone! | hate
you!" She stepped back and cooled her mood like turning a switch. "All right. Y ou won't put down that
cross? Fine. | know away to takeit from you.”

Taradisappeared, then popped into view a dozen feet away. Giastood tense and ready, holding the
cross before her, watching for atrick. Then she noticed movement to her Ieft... Charli€'s handsjutting up
fromthedirt... limp and cold and splayed when sheld left them... the fingerstwitching now... siretching,
cenching... riang fromthe earth. ..
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Lylejumped at what sounded like the cry of an enraged animal from the adjoining room. He heard the
dining room table go over and then saw Jack fighting off a huge man swinging a poker. He glanced &t the
sap in hishand. He could help. In fact he damned well better help.

AsLyle started toward the fight, Bellitto shot out aleg and caught hisankle. Lyle sscumbled but before he
could regain his balance, Bellitto kicked himin theleg. Lyle went down and fdt ablaze of painin his
back. Another kick. But how—?

Helooked around and saw that Bellitto was up, standing over him, his face suffused with rage. Muffled
screeches pushed against the tape across his mouth, air whistled through the flared nogtrils aboveit.

He aimed another kick, at Lyle's ssomach thistime, bat Lylerolled and took it on hisflank, groaning with
the pain. He swore he heard arib crack.

The next kick was aimed at Lyl€'s head and connected. The room went into aspin...

"Youl" Minkin screeched though his bared and clenched teeth. ™Y ou don't know how I've prayed for this
moment!”

Jack's back pressed hard against the floor. The edge of abroken plate cut into his shoulder blade as
Minkin straddled him, his huge hands wrapped around Jack's throat, thick thumbstrying to crush his

larynx.

Jerk. Allowed himself to be distracted by the fax. The surprise attack plus hislack of conditioning over
the past month had left him at a disadvantage. Managed to kick the poker out of Minkin's grasp, but
during the close-in fighting that followed, the big man had put his greater sizeto full advantage.

Hoped his neck muscles held out. So far they'd resisted the pressure from Minkin's thumbs, but weren't
going to outlast him. Kicked and twisted but the bigger man had him trapped under hisweight. His Glock
was out of sight, couldn't get to the Spyderco in his pocket or reach the backup .38 strapped to his
ankle.

Vagudy aware of thuds, shouts, scuffling from the other room. Lyle?



Head felt swollen, asif about to explode. Running out of air. Minkin wasn't. Bastard had air to spare.

"S0... thisisthe thief who strikesin the dark from behind... who cut up Eli and robbed me of apiece of
my memory... thisisthe tough guy who thought held kill Eli and take over the Circle" He grinned.
"Y ou're not so tough. In fact, you're apuny piece of shit!”

Tried to ped thefingers away but couldn't get any leverage on them. Jabbed his own thumbs toward
Minkin's eyes—kept the nails extralong for just this sort of Stuation—but hisreach fell short.

Minkin laughed. "That won't work, little man."
Needed help. Wherethe hell wasLyle?
Shaking off the pain and dizziness, Lyle did the only thing he could: roll away.

But Bdllitto followed. Though his hands were till taped behind hisback he didn't need them. Hisfeet
were more than making up for them, landing one vicious kick after another. Lyletried to use his sap
againg the flying feet but couldn't put any meaningful force behind hisswings,

In desperation he pivoted on his hip and lashed out with akick of hisown. It caught Bellitto on the calf
and that dowed him. Buoyed by thistiny victory, Lyle kicked again, harder thistime. Hishedl connected
with Bdlitto'sshin.

Asthe man stumbled back Lyle struggled to his hands and knees—Christ, he hurt all over—and lunged.
He got agrip on one of Bellitto's ankles and yanked it up.

With no handsto use for balance Bdllitto went down hard. Lyle was up and over him then. He still had
the sap and didn't hesitate. Bellitto raised his head, Lyle knocked it down. It stayed down.

Lyle stood over the semi-conscious man and looked at the sap in his hand. Hed wondered if he'd be
ableto useit on afelow human being. No problem. Of course, Bdllitto didn't necessarily quaify asa
fdlow human being.

Then he heard ataunting voice from the next room. It wasn't Jack's. Hefting the sap, he | eft Bdllitto and
moved toward the dining room.

"Y ou should see your face," Minkin said. "A lovely shade of purple.”

Jack had given up trying to reach Minkin's face or shake him off. Neck muscles were giving out, dark
gpots clugtering on the periphery of hisvison, multiplying. ..

Hailed his hands about on the surrounding floor looking for something, anything to use as awesgpon.

"Oh, and by theway ... heré's something to take with you into the Great Beyond. | wasligtening... |
heard you... it gppears you know the DiL auro woman and her little girl... you even know the lamb'sfirst
name. What acoincidence... what alovey coincidence. Eli never lets me play with the lambs before
they're sacrificed, but 1'm going to make an exception with this one. Oh, yes, I'm going to have grest fun
with your little friend 'Vicky' before she's sacrificed.”

Strength just about shot. Groping fingers of right hand touch something. A handle. Knife? Please, aknife,
even abutter knife. No. A fork. Still... grab tip of handle with fingertips.

Light fading. Raise |eft hand to claw weskly at Minkin'sface. Not even close.
"That the best you can do?' Minkin laughed and brought hisface closer so that Jack's fingertips brushed



his cheek. "Here, pussy-man. I've got an itch. Scratch right there.”
Right hand up and jabbing thetinesinto Minkin'sleft eye.
"Aah! Aah! Aah!"

Abruptly the pressure let up and Jack could breathe again. Vision cleared as he choked down lungful s of
ar. Minkin loomed above, still straddling him, making sounds of pain and shock as his big hands fluttered
like Mothra-class butterflies around the fork protruding from his eyebal, afraid to touch it, afraid to leave
it there.

Jack levered up and dammed the flat of his pam againgt the handle and felt the tines scrgpe againgt the
bone at the back of the socket.

Minkin screamed and fell backward off Jack to land on the floor on his back, writhing, retching, kicking.
Tothe sde Lyle stood with asick look on hisface, the sap dack in hishand.

"Oh man," he said. "Oh man, oh man, oh man!"

Jack forced himsdlf to hisfeet and staggered toward the living room. He could still fed Minkin's thumbs
on histhroat. His skull throbbed between the bolts of pain lancing thoughit.

"Go—" Hisvoice came out aharsh whisper, barely audible even to him. He motioned Lyle closer. "Go
upgtairs. Find arug. Y ou can't find arug get asheet or ablanket. Move. Weve wasted too much time."

Lyleran up the steps. Jack found his pistol and dragged himsdlf into the living room. Hisflank felt damp.
Helooked and saw blood starting to ooze through his shirt from the knife wound. No pain though. It was
al concentrated from the neck up.

Bdllitto lay on hisside, groaning. Jack spotted the fax, grabbed it, read it again.

Burn this! Not yet.

He shoved it into his pocket.

"A." wouldn't be picking up anyone tonight. And Bdllitto?

Jack found he dill had alength of duct tape stuck to the front of his shirt. He used it to bind Bellitto's feet.
Glanced at hiswatch. Had to get moving. Thistrip had taken far too long.

Gia...

Hang on, babe. I'm coming.

Lyle hurried in carrying asummer blanket. They stretched it out next to Bellitto and rolled himupiniit like
aburrito.

The plan wasto carry him downgtairs; Lyle would bring the car up to the front door where they'd dump
him in the trunk and steam back to Agtoria

Asthey carried Bdlitto through the dining room, Jack saw Minkin on his hands and knees, the fork till
protruding from hisleft eye, blood coating his cheek as he made "Unh-unh-unh!™ noiseslike ahog in hedt.
His good eye found Jack and he bared his teeth.



Minkin's taunts about Vicky when he had him down flashed through Jack's brain. The darkness flowed
out of its cage and suffused him, taking over. Nobody threatened his Vicky like that. Nobody.

Even with the clock riding him like a heavy-handed jockey, he was compelled to waste afew seconds
here. He dropped Bdllitto's legs and stalked toward Minkin.

"Gonna'play with the lamb," huh?' His voice till wasn't back yet. Sounded grating, ugly, like aboard
dragging on concrete. "' Gonna have ‘greet fun' with my 'little friend Vicky before she's sacrificed, right?
Not achance, pa. Not tonight, not tomorrow, not ever."

With that he lashed out with hisfoot. The hedl connected with the protruding end of thefork, crunching
the tines through the back of the eye socket and deep into Minkin's brain.

He heard Lyle cry out in shock behind him but Adrian Minkin, would-be player with lambs, made no
sound. He looked like he was screaming as he straightened up on his knees, then shot to standing, mouth
open impossibly wide, displaying his perfect teeth. His arms spasmed out from his sides and he flopped
backward, landing on the back of his head. For afew heartbeats his body bent into an impossible arch
with only hishedls and head touching thefloor.

Jack watched impassively, feding nothing beyond satisfaction that here was one lessthreat in the world
to Vicky and otherslike her.

Findly Adrian Minkin went limp and gtill. Completely till. No breath stirred his chest.

Jack turned to find Lyle gaping at him wide-eyed and dack-jawed.

"Oh, shit, Jack! Oh man! What—?"'

"l know. Just when you were starting to think | waskind of anice guy. Almost cuddly, right?'
"No, I—"

"Stop gawking." He picked up Bdllitto'slegs. "Weve got to lug this garbage out and get rolling. And
hope to hdll we're not too late."
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"Charlie?"

Giabacked againgt the cold granite blocks and watched with horrid fascination as Charlie began to pull
himself from the loose earth that had smothered him moments before. It might have been a cause for
rgoicing if Charliewereaive, but as soon as his head emerged Giaknew it wasn't Charlie, only hisshell.
Hisface was dack, expressionless; and his eyes—dirt clung to the lids, to the eyes themselves, and he
never blinked.

He crawled from the earth and rose shakily to hisfeet. As hetook an unsteady step toward Giashe
pressed herself back againgt the stones, wishing she could seep between them.

"Charlie, no. Pleasal”
He stopped, his dead eyes fixed somewhere above and beyond her.

Tara, anding to the rear and to the Side during hisresurrection, glided forward now, silent, but her
expression furious as she glared a Charlie's corpse.



Charlie shook his head.
Giawatched, holding her breath as she sensed asilent battle of wills.
Tarabared her teeth and loosed a frustrated screech.

Again Charlie shook his head. Then his corpse turned and walked unsteadily to the far side of the cdllar
whereit lowered itsdlf againg thewall and dumped into astting position, immobile, Staring &t itslap.

"Hewon't doit," Giabreathed, moreto herself than to Tara

There was too much of agood man |eft insdeto alow hisbody do Taras bidding.
Taraturned to her, eyesblazing. "Thisisso unfair!”

"Y ou talk about fair? What's fair about you taking my baby?*

Her face screwed up. Shelooked asif she were about to cry. "Because you've got everything and I've
got nothing!"

Giasfet aningant of pity. Yes, shedid have everything, or pretty close to everything she wanted or
needed from life, things Tara never had a chance a and never would. But that didn't mean Tarahad acdl
on the new lifewithin her.

"I'm sorry, Tara. | really mean that. And if | could undo what was doneto you, | would. But that's not in
my power."

"The baby," Tarasaid. "Just give me the baby and you can go."

"No." Giapressed her back againgt the wall again and raised the cross, holding it between them. "L et you
kill my baby?Y ou ask theimpossble. | won'. | can't. Never."

Tarastared at her amoment, then stepped back. She disappeared, then flashed into view at the center of
the cdllar. She said nothing, smply stared at Giafrom afar.

Gialowered the cross and glanced toward the steps. Were they still blocked by that invisble wall?
Should shetry—?

Then shefdt something cold loop around her right forearm—the arm holding the cross. Shelooked and
saw one of the ghost hands clutching her initsiron grip. She started to reach around with her left hand to
take the cross but that arm was trapped before it moved.

And now Tarawas directly before her, smirking. "1 don't know why | didn't think of this before. It'sso
much esser.”

Giacried out and struggled to break free, trying to angle the cross up so it would touch the ghost hand
trapping her right arm, but her wrist wouldn't bend far enough.

"Easy now," Tarasaid in asoft tone as sheleaned closer.

"Hold till. Thiswon't hurt. Y ou won't fed athing, | promiseyou.”
Two more ghost arms whipped around Gias thighs, imprisoning them.
"Tara, no! Please! Don't do thig"



Tarasaid nothing. Her eyes were bright, her expression rapt as she reached her right hand toward Gia's
bdly.

Trapped, immobilized, Giawrithed with horror and loathing as the fingertips dipped through the
waistband of her jeans. She screamed with the piercing cold asthey entered her skin.

"Judt alittlefurther,” Tarawhispered. "Just alittle squeeze, atiny pinch, and it will dl be—"

She stopped and cocked her head asif listening to something. She stepped back, removing her hand
from Gidsbdly, il ligening.

"Yes" Tarawhigpered, nodding as a smile tugged at the corners of her mouth.
Giacouldn't hear who Tarawas listening to, but she knew it could be only one person.
Jack.

She sobbed and dropped to her knees as the ghost hands rel eased her.

"Oh, yed" Tarashouted.

Giaglanced up and shuddered at the pure maevolence in the hideous grin that split Taras child face.
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"Do you hear me, Tara?' Lyle shouted at the closed door. "A trade! Y our killer for Giaand Charlie!™

Can't betoo late, Jack thought, refusing to think the unthinkable as he watched and waited for asign that
Tara had accepted the dedl. Can't.

Hed have been doing the shouting if hisvoice had been up toiit.

He and Lyle stood in the garage with Bellitto propped between them. They'd backed in the Crown Vic,
closed the garage doors, and hauled him from the trunk. Jack had freed hisfeet but left his hands and
mouth taped. The creep was fully awake now, looking scared, but not yet a hundred percent dert.

Jack felt agood long way from ahundred percent himsdlf. Weak. Sick. Head till throbbed. Throat
swollen. Stomach roiled with acid from the adrenaline come-down. On the way over from Manhattan
Lyle had told him to look in the mirror. He wished he hadn't. His throat was ringed with purpling bruises,
thewhite of hisleft eye was mostly bright red from aruptured vessdl, and his face was speckled with
countlesstiny red hemorrhages. He looked like held botched atry at hanging himself.

"Tedt the door,” Jack said. Hisvoice had cleared alittle but not much. "Maybe thewall isdown.”

Jack kept atight grip on Bellitto's arm as Lyle stepped to the door, reached toward the knob, but
stopped well short.

Heturned back to Jack. "Still there. I'll try calling her again.”

Lylehad laid out the deal twice aready. Jack couldn't see what good athird try would do. If Tarawas
around to listen, shed have heard it the first time.

A winter chill of despair began to seep through his chest.

Gia... hecouldn't lose her... but what ese could he do?



The door swung open.

"Yes" Lyle said and returned to the threshold. But when hetried to step across he stopped. He turned to
Jack with a baffled expresson. "It's ill blocked.”

"Maybefor us," Jack said, hoping hewasright. "But maybe someone e sewill dip right through and be
welcomed with open arms.”

Lyle nodded. "Worth atry."
Bdlitto began to struggle, kicking, twisting, making terrified pleading noises behind the tape.

"How'reyou feding, Eli?" Jack ragped through histeeth as Lyle took the other arm and they started
dragging him forward. "Helpless? Scared out of your mind? No oneto turn to for help? All hope gone?
Good. It'sjust alittle of what those kids felt when you and your pal Minkin dragged them into your car.
Likeit?' Bdlitto'swide, panicky eyessaidit dl. "Didn't think so. But whether we work this ded or not
isn't going to make ahell of alot of difference to you. No matter what happens, you don't see
tomorrow."

"I've got aproblem with this," Lyle said asthey neared the door. "What if he does go through? We don't
exactly have aded with Tara. She could siff usor..."

Jack knew what he was getting at: 1t might already betoo late.
"Don't likeit either,” Jack said. "But we haveto chanceit. She holds all the cards.”
What if this doesn't work? he wondered. What then? He was out of options.

He glanced around. That Indian woman, the one who seemed to know everything—where was she now
when he needed her? Hadn't seen her or her dog since he and Lyle had |eft for Manhattan.

Bdlitto'slegswent limp as they reached the threshold and he sagged in their grip.

"Passve resstance won't cut it here, Eli." Jack looked &t Lyle. "Grab the back of hisbelt.”

Lyledid and together they gave Eli Bdllitto an old-fashioned heave-ho toward the door.

Jack half expected him to bounce back at them but he sailed through and sprawled in the short hallway.
"Youwereright!" Lylecried.

Jack tried to follow but met with the same impenetrable resistance as before. He leaned there, clawing a
thethick air that wouldn't let him pass.

Please, Tara, he thought. Don't welch on us. We did our part. Y ou've got the guy who killed you. Now
you've got to do your part.

On the other side of the invisible divide, Jack watched Bellitto regain his feet. Somehow, in the course of
the heave-ho, the tape on hiswrists had loosened. He struggled with it, frantically working hisarms
behind him until his hands came free. He then pulled the tape from his face and lunged toward Jack and
the door. Jack cocked afigt, ready to smash him back but he never got close. He dammed againgt the
divide and staggered back.

At that instant alittle girl appeared behind him. Jack had seen her picture only once on the Internet site
but recognized her immediately.



Tara Portman.

Jack saw her mouth work but heard nothing. Bellitto whirled toward her, then spun back. Jack knew
from the horrified expression on hisface that Bdllitto recognized her. He hurled himsdf at the doorway
but once again was hated inches from Jack. His mouth worked, screaming no doubt, as hisfingers
clawed the impenetrable air between then. Jack heard nothing and felt less.

"Sometimes, Eli," he whispered, "what goes around comes around. Not nearly as often asit should onits
own, but sometimes we can help it dong. That'swhy I'm here."

Behind him Tarasmiled, her face amalicious mask of incandescent glee, then winked out of sSight.

The next thing Jack knew, Bdllitto was falling backward, armsflailing, then landing on hisback and being
dragged by some force Jack couldn't see. He did kicking and screaming down the hallway and out of
Sgnt.

Jack and Lyle leaned on the barrier, waiting.
"Comeon, Tara," hewhispered. "Wedid our part. Timeto do yours. Don't let us down. We—"
Then Jack saw movement in the halway. Someone coming their way. Bellitto? How had he got away?

No. Someone else. His pain and despair vanished as he recognized Gia—but Gia as he had never seen
her. Hair, clothes, and hands coated with dirt, face muddy from the tears streaming down her cheeks.
Her eyeslooked wild as she sumbled hisway, picking up speed and rushing toward him with
outstretched arms when she saw him.

Dont! hewanted to shout. She might run into the divide and hurt herself.

But she leaped at the threshold and flew into hisarms and then he had her, he had her, he had her, arms
locked around her, spinning her around, absorbing her quaking sobs, unable to speak past the fist-sized
lumpin histhroat.

They held each other, Giasfeet not touching the floor, and would have stayed that way much longer if
not for Lyle's question.

"Wher€'s Charlie? Whereés my brother?”
Aw no, Jack thought, looking around and seeing only the three of them. Don't tell me... not Charlie...

Giadumped againgt Jack and reached out a hand to Lyle. Between sobs she told him about she and
Charliefdling into apit, how the sdes began to collapse, and how Charlie had sacrificed himself to save
her.

"Charlie?' Lyle whispered, hisface dack, stricken. "Charlie's dead?!

Hisfeatures tightened as tears began to dide down his cheeks. He stumbled toward the door but il
couldn't enter. He leaned againgt the resisting air and pounded on silent nothing, sobbing, caling his
brother's name.

FRIDAY
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Jack let Giadeep in as he got up early, intending to run back to Astoriato see what he could do for Lyle.



But aquick listen to the news changed his plans. "The Horror in Astorid’ was al over theradio. He
flipped onthe TV and that was all any of the local newsheads could talk about.

Giacamedown in alight yellow terry cloth robe, looking tired and worn but so much better after a
shower and some deep.

He kissed her and held her and said, "'l was hoping you'd deep in.”

"I woke up and started thinking about last night.” She shuddered againgt him. "How can | deep when |
remember how Charlie—?" She hit her lip and shook her head. Then shelooked up at him and touched
histhroat. "This still looks sore. And thet eye..."

"I'll befine"

Hed told her about trading Bellitto for her and Charlie and how one of Bdllitto's friends had tried to
choke him, but had decided against mentioning the fax that had targeted Vicky. She'd dready had
enough shocksto her system.

She gtiffened and pointed to the TV.. " Say, isn't that—7"
"Y eah. Mendlaus Manor. Lookslike Lyle caled the cops.”

Jack surfed from channel to channd until he found a newshead with the good grace to summarize the
developing story.

"For those of you just tuning in, here's what we know so far. At 1:37 A.M. this morning the police
received an emergency call from Lyle Kenton, owner of the house in Astoria you see pictured
here, saying that he'd returned home after a night out to find his brother Charles dead in a ditch
they'd been digging in their cellar. The ditch had apparently collapsed and smothered him.

"Why were they digging a ditch in their cellar?" you ask. Good question. Here's where the story
veersinto the Twilight Zone. Lyle Kenton claims to be a spirit medium who 'practices under the
name Ifasen. He states he and his brother were contacted by a spirit who called herself ‘'Tara
Portman' and claimed she had been murdered and buried in the basement by a previous owner.
For the past few days, Lyle and Charles had been digging up the céellar, trying to find her remains.
Last night their excavation collapsed, trapping Charles. When the police arrived, Lyle had dug his
brother out but it wastoo late.

"If that were the whole story it would be sensational enough. But it gets stranger. The police did a
little digging themselves and have so far unearthed the skeletons of two children. They are
looking for more.”

"emThe police want to makeit very clear that Mr. Kenton is not a suspect. He haslived in the house less
than ayear and the remains found in the cellar so far appear to have been there much longer."/p

"Back to you, Chet..."

Jack surfed on, looking for mention of Eli Bellitto, but his name never came up. Where was he? What
had Tara done with him? He hoped it hadn't ended quickly for him.

He clicked off the set. "The barrier must have come down some time after we left.”

"Poor Lyle" Giasad. " fed so bad that weleft him to ded with thisaone.™



The three of them had waited together for the barrier to fal, but after an hour or so, Giastarted to get the
chillsand shakes. Jack had needed to get her home and offered Lyle abed for the night. Lyletold them
go, hed wait here. Jack promised to come back in the morning.

"Aloneisthe only way he can deal with it. We can't show our faces—at least | can't. And no reason you
should. We can't add anything."

"We could be there for him. He and his brother seemed so close.”

"They had their differences, | can tdll you that, but there was abond there, beyond blood. They'd been
through alot together.”

"I'm glad he called in the police, though. They'll find the rest of the bodies. Then the families of those poor
children will be ableto bury what's | eft of them and have some closure.™

Her gaze seemed to drift.
"Thinking of Tardsfather?'

Shenodded. "I wonder if burying Tarawill change thingsfor him and his son.” She sighed. " Somehow |
doubt it. I think they've been pushed too far off track to get back on.”

"I'vegot anidea," Jack said. "Why don't we get out of town, say, drive up to Monticello and visit Vicky
at camp?'

"But shel's coming home tomorrow.”

Jack knew that, but from the brightening of Gias expression he could tell sheloved theidea. After her
ordeal with Tara, seeing her little girl would be just the tonic she needed.

"Even better. You and | can find amotel, stay over tonight, take her out for breakfast in the morning at
this neat old-fashioned diner | know, then well drive her back oursaves. Itll be fun.”

Giasmiled. "Okay. | think 1'd like that. When do we leave?'

Jack repressed asigh of relief. He'd been looking for away to get up to Vicky's camp without darming
Gia Thiswasit. Last night, when Giawasin the shower, hed made a couple of cals, one of them an
anonymoustip to the camp warning them that one of the children—he didn't name the child—wasin
danger of being abducted in acustody dispute. He placed the same call to the Monticello police
department, suggesting extra patrols around the camp.

With itsleader dead, Bdllitto's circle was a snake without a head. But even s, it wasn't enough for Jack.
Hewouldn't rest easy until he'd seen Vicky and placed her under his protection.

Giatoo. Sheld told Jack what Tarahad said: It wants you dead. Who knew if Tarawastdling thetruth,
but Jack had to assume shewas. "It" could only mean the Otherness. What was it trying to do? Wipe out
everyone he cared about?

That gut-wrenching thought had kept him awake most of the night. How do you fight something you can't
see, that works so far behind the scenes you can never reach it?

The only thing he could think of wasto circle the wagons and keep Giaand Vicky close by.

"Y ou pack up somethingswhile | run afew errands, and welll get going soon as | get back. Make aday
of it."



"What kind of errands?’ she said, seriousagain.

"Just astop by Julio's. Need to check out something with one of the regulars.”

2

Jack sipped coffee at the bar and watched the TV while he waited for Barney to show. He'd put on a
gray turtleneck to hide the bruises on histhroat and wore sunglasses despite the bar's dim interior. Made
it hard to see what was happening on the TV. Everyone around him, including Julio, was glued to the
on-the-scene reports from what was being caled "the house of horror.”

He thought about Lyle and wondered how he was dedling with his brother's deeth. It left him aone for
thefirgt timein hislife. Jack knew aone. Hed handled it, but he probably had a better tolerance for it
than others. He wondered about Lyl€'stolerance. He was tough. Hed done al right last night. Hadn't
liked it, but hed hungin there.

Hed bedl right.
Bdlitto. Lots more questions about him beyond where the hell he was.
Hdll... yeah, if it existed, he'd be a charter member.

He'd said he was hundreds of years old and didn't seem to be lying. Could that be true? Not likely.
Maybe held just thought he wastelling the truth. Told himself he wasthat old for so long held cometo
bdieveit.

Still, Jack wondered where Tara had taken him. Down through the dirt and into the fault line? Someplace
where she could toy with him for the longest time without being disturbed?

That was al right with Jack. Thelonger the better.

And then the question of Edward, Eli's ersatz brother. Early last night Jack had wanted to wring his neck;
by the end of the evening hed wanted to thank him. If Edward hadn't put him onto Eli, Adrian might have
got to Vicky...

His mind refused to go there.

A familiar face popped through the door then and bellied up to the bar about three stools down.
"Barney!" Jack cdled, waving. "Sit over here. I'll buy you one.”

Barney grinned and hurried over. "Never turn down aman who'sin abuying mood, | aways say."

Hed just got off work and needed a shave. The essence of hisgrimy Willie Nelson T-shirt gave advance
notice of his gpproach and he had pretty much the quantity and quality of teeth you'd expect in aWillie
fan.

"What're you having?'
"A shot of Johnny Walker Red and apint of Heinie."

Jack nodded to Julio who laughed. " Ay, meng, what happen to your usua of Smuggler an' eight-ounce
Bud."

"That'swhen I'm buying." Barney turned to Jack. "To what do | owe this generosity?"



"Julio tellsme you recognized an older gent dropping off an envelope for me the other day.”

Barney took aquick sip of his Scotch. "That was no gent, that wasapriest.”

Jack hadn't been expecting that one. "'Y ou mean asin Catholic priest.”

"Right. That was Father Ed from S. Joseph's. Y ou thinking of converting, Jack?"

"Not thismonth." Ed... well a least he hadn't lied about hisfirst name. "Y ou're sureit wasthis priest?"

"CourseI'm sure. &. Joe'swas my church back when | used to live down in Alphabet City. Father
Edward Halloran's the pastor. Least he used to be. Y ou mean you don't know who heisand he'sleaving
an envelopefor you?' Grinning he lowered hisvoice and leaned closer. "What wasit? A message from
the Vatican? The Pope got a problem he needs fixed?'

Jack gave him ahard look. "How'd you know?Y ou been reading my mail ?*

Barney stiffened. "Hey, no, Jack. | wouldn't—" He stopped, then broke into another spotty grin. Y ou
rat! Almost had metherel”

Jack dipped off the stool and clapped Barney on the back. "Thanks for the tip, my man." Hewaved to
Julio. "Another round for Barney on my tab."

"Hey, thanks, Jack. Y ou oughta stick around so | can buy you one.”

"Some other time. Barn. Gottago to church.”
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Jack found St. Joseph's church on aLower East Side street, mid block between rows of sagging
tenements. He took an immediate liking to the old Gothic, granite-block building with her twin crocketed
spires and large rose window. Could have done with agood power washing though. A convent sat to her
|eft, the smaler rectory to theright.

Jack knocked on the rectory door. A thin elderly woman in a smudged apron answered. When he asked
to see Father Ed shetried to tell him that he didn't have any appointmentstill the afternoon. Refusing to
be put off he said to tell the good father that Jack—just Jack—was here.

That did thetrick.

Father Edward Halloran—the Edward who'd hired Jack to watch his "brother" Eli—greeted himin his
cramped little office with amixture of warmth and wariness.

"I should have known you'd be finding me," he said as he offered his hand.

Jack shook it, not exactly sure what he was feding. Looking a Edward in his Roman collar and hearing
that thick brogue, hefdt asif held walked onto the set of Going My Way. Any moment now Bing
Crosby would waltz through the door. Still held lied to Jack. Big time.

"| thought priests were supposed to tell the truth.”
"They are." Thelittle man dipped behind his desk and pointed to achair for Jack. "And | did."
Jack remained standing. "Y ou told me your last name was Bdllitto, Father Haloran.”

"Never. Those words never passed melips.”



"You sad Eli Bdlitto wasyour brother. Samething.”
Father Ed gave him acherubic smile. "The Lord saysal men are brothers, don't you know."

"Can we cut the word games?' Jack leaned on the desk and stared at the priest. "1'm not here to cause
you trouble. | just want to know what thiswas dl about. How did you know Eli Bellitto was going to
snaich akid?'

Father Ed glanced past Jack, asif to make sure the door was closed, then sighed. He swiveled in his seat
and stared off to his|eft.

"Hetold me"

"Why? Did you know him?"'

The priest's head snapped around. " 'Did'?"
"Let'snot get into that. Why did hetell you?'

"I don't know. Last Saturday | was hearing confessions next door when this man enters the booth and
gartsteling me he haskilled hundreds of children and wants absolution.”

"You bdieved him?"

The priest shrugged. "Oneis after hearing many strange thingsin the confessiond. | took him on hisword
and told him to receive absolution he must be turning himsdlf in to the authorities. He laughed and said he
couldn't do that. In fact, he was going to kill another child in the following week under the dark of the
moon. And then heleft.”

"How did you know hewas Eli Bdllitto?"

"| followed him," he said, looking alittle ashamed. "1 didn't know if he was deluded or telling the truth.
Either way hewas certainly daft. | left the confessond, removed my collar, and trailed him to his store. It
wasn't far. But as| stood outside his shop | thought of athird possibility: perhaps he was after having
some grudge againgt the church and trying to seeif he could make a priest compromise the holy privilege
of the Sacrament of Confession. | needed away of protecting the Church and protecting any child he
might harm. | thought of you."

"Me?How does apriest even know about me?"

"One of my parishioners once confessed to me about hiring you.”

"Confessed? Y ou mean I'm asin?' Jack didn't know whether to be offended or pleased. "Who wasit?"
"I can't betdling you that, of course.”

"Oh, yeah. | guessnot.”

He decided being asin was kind of cool.

"'Someone was after being hurt asaresult of my parishioner hiring you and the lad was afraid hed sinned.
So anyway, | went and bought one of those little disposable cameras and took Mr. Bellitto's picture
when he came out. | learned what | could about him—not much, I'm afraid—then called you." Father Ed
leaned forward. "Tdl me now, would it be true what he said about killing children?!



"It would be," Jack said. "1 don't know about the hundreds he told you about, but yeah, more than one.
Many more."

Father Ed gasped and crossed himsdlf. " Saints preserve us.”
"Y ou hear about that house in Agtoriathis morning? He was part of that."
"Then | did theright thing. But why was hetdling me? Why did he confess?'

"Arrogance, | guess. He kept trophies from hisvictimson display in hisshop. | gather he thought he was
some sort of superior being and liked to flaunt it."

"Hubris." The priest shook his head. " Sometimes we can be thankful for it, | suppose.” He glanced a
Jack. "And wherewould Mr. Bdllitto be now?"

"Gone"
"Gonewhere?"
"Not sure. Just... gone. And don't worry. He won't be coming back. Ever.”

Father Ed took a deep breath. "Like my parishioner, I'm fedling | might have aneed to confess. Would
that be true?'

Jack shrugged. "Not my cal.”
"How about you? Would you be needing to confess?’

"I don't think so. | had it on the authority of agood man that | was doing God'swork."

EPILOGUE

When Jack arrived at Menelaus Manor two weeks later, Lyle wasin the yard watching alandscaper
replace the dead foundation plantings. He greeted Jack warmly with atwo-handed handshake.

"Jack, how areyou? Comeonin."

Jack followed him inside to the kitchen where Lyle popped the tops on a couple of Miller Genuine
Dréfts.

Jack lifted hiscan. "To Charlie”

Hed died saving Gidslife. Jack would be drinking toasts to him indefinitely.
"Amentothat." After eachtook along pull, Lylesad, "How's Gia?'

"Still shaken up, but she's handling it. Having Vicky back has helped alot.”
"And the baby?'

Jack grinned. "Fine."

Gia had had a sonogram two days ago. Too early to tell the sex, but everything was asit should be.
What ardlief that had been.

But he ill hadn't figured out how he was going to become the baby'slegd father.



"I'm redlly glad you could come over, Jack."
"Glad to makeit." He meant that. "Would have been by sooner but for al the company you've had.”

In the weeks since Charli€'s death, the police, using some sort of ground sonar, had recovered eight
bodiesfrom the cellar. They were sure they'd found them al. Sweeps of the surrounding grounds had
yielded nothing.

Lylesmiled. "Yeah, wdll, the copsfinished up. At lagt. I'vefindly got my house back.”
"Not that you woul d've been home much anyway.”

During the past week Lyle had been a ubiquitous presence on the tube. Every talk show, from Today
and GMA inthe morning to Oprah in the afternoon, to the Rose-Leno-Letterman-O'Brien axisat night,
hed had him on.

"Yeah, | guess|'ve been doing abit of traveling, havent 1."

"Y ou're good on thetube." True. Came across as avery personable, likable guy. ™Y ou ought to have
your own show."

He laughed. "Been offered two dready.” Hissmilefaded. "But | might haveto broadcast fromjail if they
link meto Adrian Minkin."

Minkin's body had been found the following day when clerks from Bellitto's store came looking for him.
"They won't. We l€eft that place clean.”

Lyle shook hishead. "What anight. | still can't believe | wasthere. Did you hear the latest? Eli Bellitto is
apossible suspect.”

"Speeking of Eli," Jack sad. "Whereis he?'

"l have no idea. Not atrace of himin the house.”
"So hejust vanished, body and dl?*
"Tarahashim."

Jack was struck by the certainty in histone.

"Hope sheshaving fun with him."

Lylenodded. "Sheis. Oh, sheis"

Again that certainty. "How about vistsfrom Tara?"

"Not aone. She'sgonefor good.” Lyle frowned. "But Bellitto's circle of child killersis till around. | wish
therewas away to givethem ashare of their leader'sfate.”

"I've taken care of that," Jack said.
"How?"'

"Made acall that night to apair of brothers| know." The Mikulski brothers. Jack saw no reason Lyle
needed to know their name. "Told them Béllitto's address and that 1'd left the door open. They called me



the next day. Said they paid avisit, went through hisfiles, stole his computer's hard drive. Lots of
interesting stuff there, including names and addresses of Eli'sring.”

"Arethey detectives?'

"No." Jack didn't know the Mikulskis story, and figured he could live without knowing it. "But they've
got athing for pedophiles”

"Athing?

"Yeah." Jack leaned againgt the counter and took another sip. "They're very serious about this. They
know my word's good, but even so they won't take it. They'll check out the guyson Eli'slist

themsel ves—watch them, break in and toss their digs. Once they're satisfied someone'sthe real dedl,
they'll make their move. People will start to disappear.”

"Y ou mean, they'll kill them?"

"Bventudly.”

"Eventudly?'

"Yeah. Eventudly they'll die. Long &fter they want to."

Lylerotated his shoulders, asif shaking off achill. "What €lse have you been up to?'

"Still trying to figure out the whats and whys of what happened here. Especidly Taratdling Giathat
something wants her dead.”

"I've been chewing on that one too. It hasto be the Otherness you told us about.”
"| thought you couldn't buy into that.”

Lylelooked a him. "I buy into awhole lot morethan | used to. Y ou said this Othernessfedsit'sgot a
scoreto settle with you. Thebest | can figureitismaybeit can't Srike at you directly. Maybe something's
guarding your back. Soit triesto strike at you indirectly, through the people you love."

Jack had wondered about that. Kate was gone, and the Otherness probably deserved the rap for that.
And if things had gone differently two weeks ago, Gia, Vicky, and his unborn child would be gone too.

Lylesipped and said, "Let'stake Taraat her word: The Otherness brought her back to get Gia. Shewas
certainly playing to Giaadl dong. But somewhere dong the line Tara developed her own agenda. | guess
the Otherness can't dways fine-tune the forces it setsinto motion.”

"But what about Bellitto? The day after the earthquake when we assume Tarareturned, he decidesto
taunt a priest with his past killings and the one he's planning for the following week."

"Not entirely out of character.”
"But he chooses apriest that just happens to have heard of me through that same confessional.”

Lyle shrugged. "Strange, isn't it. Stranger than | ever could have imagined. Maybe the Othernessisn't the
only force operating here. What about that Indian lady who popped into the garage and knew all about
what was going on? What Sdeis she playing for?"

"Her own, for al | know. Y ou seen her since?"



"Not atrace. Used to see her walking her dog past the house alot, but not once since that night.”

Jack had been wondering about the Indian lady. Something about her reminded him of another woman
who'd popped up afew months ago with her own set of dire warnings, then vanished. She'd had adog
too, but she'd been older and had sounded Russian.

What's happened to my life? Jack thought. He wanted to scream the question. Bad enough that
something seemed to be moving him around a cosmic chesshoard, but Giaand Vicky... they were
noncombatants... they shouldn't beinvolved.

But then, maybe there were no noncombatantsin this conflict.
"What'sthe answer then?"

"Wish | knew," Lyle said. "We seem to be at the mercy of unknown forces. All we can do isgo with the
flow and fight like hell to keep our heads above water."

"We?'
"Yes. All of us. Remember that coming darkness| told you | saw? Well, it'still coming.”

Jack didn't want to mention to Lyle that he'd claimed to see himself and his brother il together after the
darknesswas over.

"Wheredo you plantorideit out? Back in Michigan?"

Lyle shook hishead. "No way. I'm staying right here and doing my thing."
"Without Charlie?"

"That'swhat | wanted to see you about. Gome back to the Channeling Room."

Jack followed him but stopped on the threshold when he saw the coffin—asmple pine box—in the
middle of thefloor.

"Isthet...?"

Lyle nodded. "Charlie. The autopsy confirmed that he died of smothering, so the police findly released
hisbody. | had it delivered here. Ostensibly to have awake and ship it back to Michigan, but I'm going
to bury Charlieinthe cdlar. I'd like your help.”

The request jolted Jack. "What? | mean, of course I'll help but—"
"It'swhat Charlie wants. He wantsto stay here.”

"Hedoes?' Had Lylelost it?"How do you know?"

"Hetold me"

"Redlly.”

Lylelaughed. "Y ou should see your face, man! Y ou think the cheese has did off my cracker, don't you.”
Helooked around. "Charlie? Look who's cometo see you. Say hello!”

Jack listened, expecting atrick, but heard nothing. He did notice Charlie's coffin begin to move. He
watched it riseinto the air, stop with its base four feet off the floor, do a 360-degree turn, then lower



back to the carpet.
"Pretty good,” Jack said. "How'd you work it?"

"It'snot atrick, Jack." He walked over to the seance table and pointed to the Tarot deck sitting there.
"The night after Charliedied | was Sitting here, mourning him, when the tarot deck flipped itsdlf over,
fanned itsdlf out, and the Hermit card rosein the air and hung right in front of my face. The Hermit. That
was Charlie's card. That waswhat held started caling himself."

And then the deck did just as Lyle had described, leaving the Hermit card floating not Six inches from
Jack's nose.

Jack snatched the card out of the air, ingpecting it for invisible thread. He found none.
"Got to hand it to you, Lyle. That'sexcdlent.”

"Not atrick. | swear, Jack." He had tearsin hiseyes. "Charlie's back. | mean, he never redly left. Come
look."

Hetook Jack's arm and led him into what had been Charlie's control room. It was nearly empty. "When
the police started digging around in the basement, | figured it was only amatter of time beforethey
moved upstairs to check things out. I remembered what had happened to Madame Pomerol after they
searched her place and didn't want that happening here. So | started dismantling Charli€'s equipment.
Just aswell, snce wewon't be needing it.”

Jack heard a chime and turned. The old temple bell that Charlie had carried around to collect the
envelopeson Jack'sfirg vist wasfloating toward him through the air.

"l have powersin this house, Jack, and I'm going to use them. I'm dropping the Ifasen role and just
playing mysdlf. Charliewill still be backing me up—but only on the condition that we give vauefor vaue.
So that'swhat well do. No tricks, no bullshit.”

A deck of tarot cards lifted off the round seance table and sprayed itself at Jack.

Lylelaughed. "The Kenton brothers are till ateam, Jack. But now werethereal dedl. The only redl dedl
intown."



