


WHEN EVIL INVADES

The front door shattered inward. Her mouth opened for a scream, but there was no sound. Shards of
glass tumbled end over end across the carpeting, tinkled on the tables like wind chimes. She tried to duck

away from the knifdike mis-dles, but they struck her mercilesdy, and dill the glass rained in from the
door.

And there was no wind.

Fndly, the scream found its way out, and she pressed her bleeding hands to her face to pro-tect her
eyes. She tripped and nearly lost con-sciousness when her hands struck the floor and drove the glass
deeper into her skin.

She was going to bleed to death. She was going to die dowly under a shroud of drifting pink....



Chapter 1

The WANING moon spread a worn blanket of pale slver across the center of the room's darkness. It
was an impersond glow that bleached the lines from Natdi€'s face and replaced them with grey
shadows, creeting pits and hollows to give her the look of a freshly unearthed skull.

Her quilt, its rills deepened to indigo, had bunched a her neck, and its faded sin edging pushed up
over her chin. She shiv-ered once, and her legs grew taut, relaxed, and her knees inched dowly toward
her chest. Suddenly she jerked them gsraight and twisted sharply on her side. A hand shoved the quilt
impatiently to her waist, then pressed itsdf againg her ear asiif the thin fingers could filter the voices out
of the dlent room.

E

One Alpha, thisis Control, over. One Al-pha, thisis Control.

Control, One Alpha here. What have you got for me now, Sammy? A robbery of the Park Street
Bank, | hope.

Don't you wigh, Dick Tracy. No, | got acdl here from a Mrs. Leonard Jamieson at 1176 High Street.
She says there's a prowler in her back yard.

What? At four in the morning? What's she been drinking, for crying out loud? And for how long?

Ben—

And what in heaven's name is she doing up so late? Doesn't she know what time it is?

Ben—

For crying out loud, Sammy!

Ben, dl | do is get them and cdl them. | don't run a contest for their origindity or timetdling.

All right, Sammy, dl right. I'm on my way. And thanks for tagging me. We cer-tainly wouldn't want to
wake the others, would we?

Roger, One Alpha, and cal on your ariva.

Roger, Control.

And keep your comments to yoursdf.

Natalie thrust the hand away from her head and groped blindly for the quilt. Failing to find it, she drew
up one leg, kicked and pushed the tufted wool onto the bare floor.
The sudden chill on her legs disturbed but did not interrupt an dready precarious deep; the hand
returned to her ear.

A tangled strand of dark hair dipped into her mouth, then, as she rolled her face away from the



window, her tongue worked, pushed out the hair, licked at full lips that hinted a black in the grey light.
She sghed. Pressed her fingers tighter againgt her skull. Shud-dering.

B

Contral, thisis One Alpha

One Alpha, roger. A hit of gatic but | hear you good, Ben.

Your English is lousy, Sam, do you know that? And so's your sense of direction. Did you say 1176
High?

That's right, Ben. Y ou there now?

W, sure I'm here. Where else would | be at this time of night? And I've got news for you, brother.
This here house is locked up tight. There's a garage door open, but there's no car indde. | dready took a
quick look around, and even the stupid crickets are degping. For crying out loud.

You ring the bell?

At four o'clock in the morning? Are you nuts? | knocked front and back, but no one answered. The
shades are up, no curtainsthat | can see. Grass needs cutting badly, too. There just an't nobody home,
Sam. There ant nobody home at dl.

Can't be. | got the cdl. You want me to go in or something? Wait one. Let me think a minute.

Oh, brother!

E

Perspiration trembled into droplets in the shdlows of her temples, the Sdes of her nose, under her
lower lip. She threw an arm over her eyes, and her breasts heaved once agangt her flannd nightgown.
The fingers of her left hand clenched, opened, fumbled and gripped the edge of the mattress. Her teeth
began to chatter. Another Sgh that lingered before whirling into a choking gasp.

=

Ben, check the mall box. Look for a name or something.

Wait one, dave driver ... Sam? There is none, believe it or not. Just a hole where the post used to be. |
went onto the porch again, and there are a couple of broken windows on the firg floor. They have tar
paper tacked over them. Didnt see that the fird time. Sam, | hate to tdl you this but this place is
deserted. Nobody's lived here for a good long time.

What? A joke. It must be a supid practica joke.

At four in the morning?

Ben, do you have to keep saying that?

Absolutly! Nat's probably ligening in and want her to go back to bed. Now! Ben, you've been told

before we don't dlow persond messages over the radio. You're going to get nabbed for that one of

these days.
So Il never make Chief. Big dedl, who needs it? And if itll make you happy, I'll never do it again. Fine,

Jugt aslong as Nat goes to bed. Benl

The gasp caught in her throat, bubbled as though she were gargling. She coughed twice, and her
fingerstrailed to the floor, touched wood and recoiled, moving quickly to her somach where they fisted



and she rubbed tight circles over her gligening skin.
x]

Ben, you might as wel hit the road. I'll leave a note for the day shift to check on the—

Hold it, Sam! I've got the spotlight down the Sde of the house. | think | saw some-thing in the back
yard. | just got aglimpse It ... cat . .. big thing, it looks ... do you say?

Hold it, Ben. There's a ton of gatic on the wire. | can hardly understand what you're saying. | don't
want you to be a hero. Stick by the car until | cal Moss and—

My God! Did you see that?

Ben, for crying out loud, if the captain should hear that kind of talk youll be back on the park best.

Sam, if that'swhat | think it ... can't be ... promised ... wat a minute, the cord's caught on the steering
... getting out for acloser .. . Sam, did you—

Ben, not on the radio!

Don't believe it. It isnt ... have to shoot, Sam . .. oh, my God! .. . promised, he promised ... oh, my
God, Sam!

Ben? Benny? One Alpha, this is Control, over. One Alpha, this is Control. Ben? Con-found it, Ben,
tak tome ... Two Alpha, thisis Control. Haul over to 1176 High ASAP. Ben's in some kind of trouble.
Move ... One Alpha, thisis Control, over.

Control, thisis Two Alpha. What's dl the shouting?

Moss, if you'd been monitoring like you're supposed to instead of—never mind, just get over to 1176
High and seeif you can make some sense out of what's going on there. Ben'sin trouble, | think. Movel!

]

The noise findly escaped her throat and dipped into a whimper, a choked-off scream, and Natdie sat
up abruptly, her mouth wide to gulp at the chilled ar and fill the gapsin her lungs. She blinked againgt the
moorHight, and as the diffness in her back faded, one hand rubbed the dde of her neck, care-fully
avoiding a brush with her ear. A mo-ment later the other hand passed across her eyes, then, lightly, she
touched it to her cheek. But there were no tears, only the dick coating of perspiration. No tears. Not
any-more. They had brimmed and fled in hysteri-cd spasms severd months before, and what remained
hed been sponged by the traces of her nightmares.

Cdm, she told hersdf. Stay cam. It's only a dream, now.

Onefind massage, and she eased harsdf carefully off the bed and draped a tattered Slken robe over
her shoulders. Her feet did unerringly into thickly lined dippers, and with one hand skimming dong the
wadl, she moved to the bedroom'’s threshold without the necessity of a lamp. She leaned heavily againgt
the jamb; though she hadn't yet glanced at her watch, she knew it was close to dawn and there would be
neither sense nor progress gained from making another attempt to deep.

Resgned, then, she did her amsiinto the robe and waited until her eyes adjusted to the dim light. The
house was cored by a centra stairwell, and when she could make out the cream-and-white bannister that
rimmed it, she stretched out a hand and guided hersdlf dong the polished wood urtil she reached the top
step. Behind her, the curtained french doors leading onto the back porch deck glowed fantly, and
below, through the frosted panes of the front door, she could see the front light shimmering a winter
white.

Now that's a bloody waste, she thought. Sam, of course, had indsted and she had fdlen into the habit
without redly thinking; but perhaps, findly, it was time for a change.

She nodded, and while she descended, con-sidered her present dternatives: if she turned Ieft into the
crowded living room, she might be tempted to lie down on the divan to watch the sun come up. No. She



had had enough of the voices for one night, for one year. She thought it best not to press her sanity's
luck.

The dining room directly opposite across the tiny date-floored entrance hdl would be just as usdess
for peace of mind, and proba-bly just as dusty—the room had scarcely been used since Ben had died,
and it was only procrastination that kept the double doors opened.

So, then. The kitchen it would be. Asusud. As dways.

And once decided, she grabbed the newd post, soun hersdf to the right and rushed down the green
carpeted corridor toward the rear of the house. At the kitchen entrance she paused and snaked a hand
around the jamb to flick on the calling light. A quick glance to the back porch, to the locked door of the
den at the opposite end of the rear hdl, and she escaped into fluorescent brightness. Immediatdy she
bused hersdf with copper tegpot and chrome toaster, plum jam and skimmed milk. A wal clock of
Aztec design buzzed softly, the refrigerator switched on and com-forted, and the blast of the kettle's
geam shriek was less strident than welcome.

But when her fussing ended and she could find no other excuse to keep from gtting, she took her
place at the circular table under the window and waited for daylight. And here we are again, she thought,
shak-ing her head & the tea that burned her tongue and the unavoidable sensation that this year's dream
had been markedly less intense than any of the others. Had she taken Sam's advice and visted a
psychiatrist, she probably would have been told by now that the grief-and-terror combination was findly
being dulled by the diched sands of time that hedls dl wounds and colors psychic scars in autumnd
shades. Well, maybe it was true. Maybe she was findly shedding her mourning skin. But the feding left
an indefinable emptiness dl the same.

Yet it had been so0 exciting in the begin-ning. Her marriage to Ben Windsor had happened so swiftly,
she dill had to wonder how it had lasted as long as it had. She supposed it was a miracle. But what, then,
would you cdl his murder?

With nothing and no one to tie her to the outsde world, Natdie had arived a Oxrun Stetion to
asume a podtion a the locd library. She had been twenty-five, fresh from her Master's and looking
forward to the decent burid of severa hapless affars There were plans to move on to larger
communities after ayear or so of paid apprenticeship, but Oxrun's gentle isolation, insulation and nearly
tangible aura of unas-suming wedlth soothed her and her plans were buried dong with her lovers. She
hed known it was more fitting to a schoolgirl, but sheld even entertained fantases of a Nordic scion
hoiging her bodily from behind the front desk and riding off to the hounds while she bore him the
demigods who would continue his line. 1t was somewhat of a shock, then, when Ben had lumbered his
sx-and-a-half foot bulk up to a magazine display she was readying, introduced himsdf as the Assistant
Chief of Police and, ten minutes later, invited her out to dinner. Flustered and oddly flattered, shed
stepped back, tipped over the rack and, in the confu-sion, accepted. And again, aweek later. Then to a
party. To a picnic. A long summer's drive through the woodlands of western Connecti-cut where they
discovered a beaver's dam, a cave filled with bats, a rotted log svarming with honey bees;, and where
they had made not-so-gentle love on the banks of a pond rippling under the weight of several dozen
geee.

Two months afterward they were engaged. Another seven months and the wedding in the stone
church on Williamsgton Pike.

She hadn't minded his being a policeman in Oxrun Station, even after sheld learned it was his brother,
Sam, who was the Assistant Chief soon to be promoted. In the affluent, unostentatious community crimes
generdly ran to wavelets of petty vanddism and mi-nor drug busts. Drifters were not tolerated, and ether
soon found employment or a lift to Manland Road and a pointed finger toward disant Hartford. It was
safe. Almogt boring, despite Ben's assurances that he would be moving up to something bigger in just a
few short years. And in the meantime, for her own amusement more than anything, she had purchased a
radio with a police band and ligened to the patrols transmis-sons, gigding and goplauding Ben's
some-times cryptic, often dumsly hidden messages that threatened to grey what har his brother had left.
And when Ben moved on their marriage's firg night shift, she lobbied for and recelved approvad and
custody of the library's night hours. Her mgor judification to the Council had been the wedfare and



continued patronage of the students attend-ing the locd community college. The Startion's Council had
thought her a daring and charming innovator; her Director, Adriana Hal, thought her impulsvdy faddish.
Nata-lie thought she was just being damned clever for, when the library closed, she'd hurry home to turn
on the radio and listen until the dead hours just before dawn; if anything happened after shed gone to
bed, Ben'svoice, no matter how soft or complacent, would waken her ingantly.

But he had died less than a year after it had dl begun. Had been murdered. Brutdly. Found flung over
the hood of his patrol car with his throat dashed and his face muti-lated dmost beyond recognition. His
right ear had been severed and placed between his teeth. Died? Had been murdered. Mrs. Jamie-son
was fictitious. And the killer had never been found.

She refilled her cup and nibbled uncon-scioudy at a cold piece of toast.

When the mourning period had ended, both Sam and hiswife, Elaine, launched a campaign to ease her
out of town and, faling that, urged her to a least find another home as far from Fox Road as she could
get. Natdie was initidly too shocked to respond, then too stubbornly annoyed to succumb to ther
dumsy blandishments.

"I'm a grown womean, Elane” shed told her sgter-in-law during one prodding sesson on the front
porch. "What good would it do me to run away? Listen, I'm not morbid, you know. I'm not about to turn
the place into a memorid, if that's what you're afraid of "

"But Nattie"" the pudgy woman had whined, "there are such awful memories here. Now, Sam
thinks—"

"Wdl, good for dear old Sam. Now, what | think is that | am not leaving. No way. And | redly wish
you'd leave me done”

But she hadn't, and Natadie wasn't surprised, had only prayed that she would. And it pleased her to
watch the bardy suppressed expressions of impending apoplexy on her double-chinned face when she
donated Ben's clothes to severd charities, his few books to a hospitdl library. His meager collection of
basebdl and bowling trophies she gave to Sam. The only thing she kept when the purge had been
completed was a shoebox of memories she hadn't looked at for severd months.

And on this particular morning, after a nightmare now more horriblein its persis-tence than its content,
she wasn't sure what it was she was waiting for. The killer's apprehension? The next man in her life? The
end of those dreams that clawed into her deep for severd nights running on the anni-versary of Ben's
desth?

What, she wondered, and ingtantly and rdlievedly decided it was—had to be—al of them.

"But you're not going to get any of them by moping around drinking lousy hot tea" she told hersdf,
laughing, and fearing as dways that her habits were beginning to decline into the stereotype mold of the
long-auffering, pining woman, the old maid, the pitiful (but not pitiable) husk of what had once been a
woman who had enjoyed control— of hersdlf, her life and, as much as she was able, her destiny. Fate,
sheld concluded, was the poorer word because it denoted a manip-ulation beyond her grasp. Dedtiny,
however; she liked its sound and thought of it as a horizon on an unfinished canvas, undefined and
waiting for her to get there so she would know what it looked like.

Hurrying her plate and cup into the dish-washer, she darted upstairs to shower away the gticky residue
of her dream. Then she chose a g par of dacks and summer-thin blouse and dipped into the light
overcoat she'd bought downtown the year before. 1t was an extravagance, a calculated defiance to those
who continued to look upon her with hypocriticd sorrow. She knew she was known to many in the
Sation as the Police-man’'s Widow. It annoyed her, then amused her. And no Policeman's Widow,
catanly not in Oxrun Station, wore a bright gold coat with athickly rich fox collar; nor in Oxrun did she
dlow her soft sable har to fight with the wind for the privilege of negtling on her shoulders. Not a
Policeman's Widow.

She laughed as she locked the front door behind her.

She stood on the porch of the smal, square dark blue house and squinted a the sun poking between
the homes opposite. It was a coadl brittle morning, and the few birds remaning in the dowly shedding
trees rose to greet her raucoudy. She grinned, took a deep breath and moved to the sdewalk,
deliberately avoiding a glance to the left. Once past the three Victorian boxes that hunkered between her



home and the corner, she paused with one hand resting on the green metd pole of a Dead End sgn. The
newborn brightness was decidedly too invig-ording to waste ariving early to work. It would be much
better for her to walk amile or so to drive the diffness from her legs, the patina of the evening from her
eyes. In which direction, then? Straight on across William-ston Pike to stay on Fox Road would bring
her directly to the police station, and the chance of encountering Sam. Into the sun two blocks would
confront her with the library.

No choice, she thought as though she'd had one from the start, and she put the sunrise to her back.
She would take the three long blocks to Manland Road and turn around. A farr plan, an easy plan, and
one she followed severa times a week over the past four months.

So who, she asked hersdlf, are you kidding, lady?

The collar brushed at her neck, tickled and made her laugh doud. She adjusted the broad strap of her
pocketbook over her shoul-der, thrust her hands into her pockets and waked with broad reaxing
grides. The homes she passed sat wel back from the Pike, protected by high-trimmed hedges and trees
nearly as old as the country around them. She paused only once, to dlow a battered sedan to back onto
the street and join the light traffic headed dmost exdusively toward the highway. There was a bus stop
on the next corner complete with a freshly painted white bench, but she ignored the temptation to Sit,
reveing too much in the tightness at her cheeks and the pleasantly sharp ing of cold ar in her lungs. She
crossed, heard the cough of a garting motor and turned. There was a patrol car parked opposite her,
ogtensibly keeping an eye on the outbound traffic. She shook her head dowly and re-sumed her walk.

Sam, she thought, is carrying his big-brother routine too far.

She had, in fact, mentioned this uncon-tracted surveillance severd times, but each medting only
resulted in his smothering her objections under his own grand illusons of police proficiency and familid
obligation. She had never before had the nerve to tdl him she was no longer his kin; and with Ben gone,
no longer wanted to be. Findly, her persistence penetrated and he admitted his men had more important
meatters to attend to, and she was rdieved. And the absence of the blue uniform shadows helped in
cutting away one more strand of the now fragile rope that tied her to the past.

But it had begun again. Unasked, and unexpected, and she hated Sam Windsor for spailing her
beautiful new day.

"No!" she sad doud to the empty sde-walk. "No, he will not do it to me again." And she lifted her
head, hunched her shoul-ders againg a gust of October wind, and watched through the traffic as the
church where she and Ben had been married drifted dowly by. It was along and aging structure that hed
suffered with little dignity the ravages of recent parishioner neglect. Its once clean stone had become
blemished with dark, unsavory blotches of some unknown fungus. Its steeple was dlent even on
Sun-days because there was no money |eft to repair its pre-Revolutionary bell. The double front doors
needed new paint, and the stained glass was dull even when lighted from within. Reverend Karl Hampton
did much of the handyman work himsdf, and as a result the rectory beside it suffered as wdl. Not that he
seemed to care overly much. The last time Nataie saw him, held been picking out a new Mercedes a a
local dedler. His patrician priorities, she thought, obvioudy weren't monadtic.

She frowned, ducked away as a truck blasted dust into her face, then hesitated as though she would
cross to take a closer look. The frown deepened to a scowl, however, when the patrol car did into
view.

Confound it, | won't have thid

She quickened her step and” nearly tripped over the broken curb a Devon Street. She grabbed onto
a Stop sgn to keep hersdf from tumbling into the gutter. Another gugt, and fur from her collar did into
her mouth. She spat, brushed iff fingers through her hair, and made a show of examining the houses
until she reached Mainland Road.

Trucks, then, and crowded buses interlaced with automobiles in a swift tide passng in both directions
without turning into the Sta-tion. Commuters heading for the far larger towns north and south, never once
seeing Oxrun to the east nor the checkered expanse of unused farmland to the west. Blind they seemed,
and Natdie had long ago stopped thinking it sad that her town was continudly ignored. Now she
believed the community quite large enough. So let it tay a whistle-stop, she thought; it makes things a lot



more Smple that way.

She waited five minutes for a break in the traffic, then ran across the Pike and headed back into the
aun. Almogt immediatdy she reached one of the few businesses this Sde of Fox Road: the low profile,
red-brick home of the Station Herald. Its plate-glass window was undecorated except for the gold
Gothic lettering of the paper's name, and a taped front page of the previous week's edition. Peering
ingde, she could see the cealling's embedded fluorescent lights aready glowing, and a dim shadow figure
obscured by the sun's glare raised a hand in gregting. She waved back, dowed, and when the office door
opened, stopped in feigned surprise, amiling broadly and tugging self-conscioudy at the collar of her coat.

"Hey, there, lady,” amen sad gally, "you dways walk the streets in the middle of the night? Y ou could
get mugged or something, you know."

Nataie laughed at the warning she never took serioudy, nor ever tired of hearing. "In case youre
interested, my fine-feathered re-porter, it's going on nine o'clock.”

"And that," the young man said, "is defi-nitdy the middle of the night. Y ou thirsty?"

And before she could object, he reached out and put a hand to her elbow. "Come on in. It's cold
outside, and | need alittle bookish sympathy.”

Nataie glanced at the patrol car now dtationed less than fifty yards away, and nodded. Sam, she
thought, | sure hope your boys are taking notes.

"Coffee? Oops, sorry, | forgot. You're one of those uppity folk who think coffee drinkers are on the
road to perdition. Tea, lemon and sugar, right?’

She nodded and sat in a gtiff-backed chrome char by the firg of a hadf-dozen desks arranged in a
ragged file away from the window. Along the sde wal, teletypes were dready ddtering to a
shirt-deeved man hunched in front of them, a pad and pencil in his liver-spotted hands. A young womean
stood by a water cooler combing her hair. The rear wal had been divided in hdf: on the I€ft the same
wanut panding that car-ried dl the way to the front, and a door that led to the printing plant in back; on
the right there was glass festooned with snippets of articles and headlines, and beyond it the boxlike
office of Wagner Dederson, editor and publisher. By sraining, Nataie could see past the maze of paper
and recognized Dederson's overweight and overdressed figure apparently in argument with someone
who, she thought with a start, was Karl Hampton.

"Hey."

She blinked and grinned sheepishly, and wondered how much of tha brash newsman image Marc
Clayton polished from his watch-ing old movies, and how much was naturd. It was, at times, a little too
much to take, but she flattered hersdlf in bdieving it was a role he practiced solely for her.

"So0 how've you been, Marc?'

He took his charr and placed it in front of her, sat and put two paper cups on the desk. He was no
more than an inch tdler than she, dight, pae, and condantly neglectful of the white blond har that
draggled over his ears and forehead. He wore gold wire-rimmed glasses with rectangular lenses and
pent more time fighting their dide down the bridge of his uptipped nose than looking through them. At
the moment, she thought critically, he looked as though he hadn't even been home to shave, and tried to
picture im with a beard and moustache. It wouldn't suit him, she decided; he would look like a kid trying
to be old.

"How have | been?' he repeated dowly, as if the question was philosophicdly impossi-ble to answer
inless than an hour. Then he shrugged and glanced away from her impatient stare. "Lousy, if you must
know. 1've nearly been canned again, and the landlady refuses to fix a roof that leaks right over my bed,
and if | get one more story of mine dashed again, I'm going to pack up and head for fame and fortune in
the big aty." Then he laughed at the dismay in her face. "Wel, you asked for it, you know."

" think I'm sorry | did. The roof is nothing new, but what about the firing?' She nodded toward
Dederson's office. "He getting testy in his old age?*

A wave of his hand dmost tipped over the cups, neither of which they'd touched. "Deder-son thinks |
leen too much toward the purple-prose school of journdism.”

"And what's that supposed to mean?"'



"It means | imagine things that aren't there and then write about them as if they were the apocalypse.
Like the creeps last week that smeared black pant dl over the synagogue on Devon, down past
Chancdlor. | said they seemed to be taking part in a conspiracy to defame dl the rdigious com-munity's
edificesin town. Dederson saysit was a bunch of drunken college kids feding their oats.”

"Wdl, weren't they?'

"Who knows? They weren't caught. And neither were the poor, underprivileged kids who diced up
the dtar doth and dented the crudfix a St. Mary's last month. Or the rambunctious students who nailed
those dead cats to the Baptist Church doors last June" He frowned, drained his cup without breath-ing
and dropped it into a wastebasket. "A conspiracy? Nuts. Just kids feding their en-riched oats.”

"It could be, you know," she said, a once taken by the seriousness of his tone, and the nervous way
he pulled at the tie doppily knotted and yanked toward the middle of his chest. "I mean, you read about
it dl the time, don't you? Rich kids with nothing better to do, so they—"

"I know, | know. That maybe | could believe. But ..." He stopped, suddenly, and swiveled to his
desk. "Nat," he said without looking &t her, "how've you been lately? Serioudy.”

Puzzled, she could only lift a hand to indicate she was doing fine.

"You, uh, over the hump, so to spesk?’

"Oh." And she surprised hersdf by saying. "Yes, | think so. Life, as they say, goes on whether you
wart it to or not." Her amile was aweak one. "So they say. Why?'

Marc rubbed a his chin before extracting a crumpled sheet of paper from an untidy pile on his blotter.
"There was a murder last night, Nat. In the park. Howard Vorhees, the assstant dean of students out at
the college.”

" don't think | want to hear anymore, Marc,” she said. Then, Sghing, nodded for him to continue while
atightness around her chest amplified the increased beating of her heart.

Vorhees, Marc explained, was found just after dawn stretched out on a bench near the ball fidd. His
clothes had been stripped off and tossed into a nearby briar copse. A copy of the Herald had been
placed carefully over his face. When the officer who'd discovered the body pulled back the paper, he
found the throat dashed, the face mutilated gpparently by a razor, and his right ear had been cut off and
duffed into his mouth. Chief Windsor had admitted to no leads and had doubled the park patrol
immediady.

"As of," and Marc glanced at his watch, "as of twenty minutes ago, there were no clues of any kind.
No tracks, no nathing." He flicked the paper with a forefinger and set it carefully back on the pile. "I dso
got into trouble because Dederson wanted me to in-terview you, and | told him where he could find it if
he wanted it that bad."

Natdie swalowed the trace of bile that had crept into her mouth. A feding of time displacement
unsteedied her, and she fdt the coffee cup pressed into her hands. She sipped gratefully, not tagting the
coal liquid, and handed it back.

"It'sthe same, it it?"

He agreed, sadly. "And when | mentioned that instead of an interview we ought to pursue the
possibility of a connection, he told me, and | quote for your edification, ‘Clayton, if you want to be a
mydery writer, then move to the city. You, Sr, are a re-porter. That means you report, get it? Re-port,
Clayton, or cover your typewriter and truck.' "

"Truck?' She laughed once, loudly.

"Truck,” Marc said. "He likes to think he's up on the latest street language”

She pulled her purse into her 1ap and toyed nervoudy with the strap. "What are you going to do?!

"If I knew, I'd tdl you. Come on," he said, grabbing his brown and rumpled sports jacket from the
back of his chair. "Il wak you to work. That was where you were headed, wasn't it?'

"Where 2?1 ill have bills, you know."

And once on the street, they separated just enough to keep ther arms from brushing as they walked.

It was a confusng few minutes. Natalie wished Marc wouldn't be quite so sendtive about her fedings
her image, but she was dso pleased a the congderation. Severd of her friends had not so subtly
wondered why she and Marc hadn't been seeing more of one another, and lately Nataie had discovered



she was thinking along the exact same lines. Especidly now.

"It was the same," she repeated as they crossed Fox Road and dowed to dretch the last two blocks
before the library.

"It was, Nat. That'swhy | told you. | thought you had aright to know."

"I don't redly,” she said, "but thanks, anyway."

"I hope | haven't wrecked your day. | have a habit of doing things like that.”

"You havent," she sad truthfully.

He nodded, greeted loudly a mailmen leaving the corner post office, and took her am again to take
her across Centre Street. As she glanced down the only business street in Oxrun, Natalie closed her eyes
briefly and squeezed his hand between her am and sde. Had Sam been the one to give her the news, it
was possible she would have succumbed to the railing her nerves were threstening, but Marc's firm grip
and the comforting drone of his rambling voice had an effect she hadn't expected. It was odd, and she
wondered if perhaps she wasn't reading too many of the library's romances ladly.

"For crying out loud,” he muttered sud-denly and stared at the traffic. "There goes Dederson down to
the police station. That means I'll have to watch the shop." He grinned. "Now | won't be able to paw you
behind the stacks" He released her arm, leaned dightly toward her before nodding brusqudy and
whirling to run back toward his office.

Widl, I'll be . . . Natdie thought as she watched him. | think the dope was going to kiss me.

Chapter 2

THE LIBRARY dill seemed spring-new after four New England years. A red-brick rectan-gle, it was
fronted by two-story arcs of polarized glass weekly washed and giving it a didinctly churchlike
appearance. Surround-ing the building were three narrow concen-tric gprons of white concrete that
served as footpaths between wire-braced sgplings of birch and willow. Four large squares of lush grass
dill a summer green stretched from the steps to the sdewak and were bordered by redwood benches,
today occupied by sev-eral ederly men bundled in grey and brown and playing checkers. Natdie had
never un-derstood why they didn't prefer the munici-pd park that began only one block further on, but
ghe liked to bdlieve it was the dimulation of proximity to her books. Soon enough, however, the westher
would add an uncomfortable dampness to its autumn bite and like aged birds too weary for migration, the
men would retreat ingde to one of the reading rooms off the main lobby where the warmth more often
then not would put them quickly to deep until closing.

She nodded to severd of the regulars, and they smiled back a her absently, tolerantly. Then she
turned her back to the moring wind and watched Marc hurrying out of Sght. There was a momentary
temptation to cdl out, to make him return, but sudden warning shouts of a trio of bike riders broke her
resolve. Regretfully, she went indde.

With vaulted celling and yard-long cylin-ders of light suspended by gold-and-black chains, the main
floor was cavernous and bright, though its patrons voices automati-caly hushed upon entering as though
in the presence of an ancient cathedra. Natdie scanned the area immediatdy before her as she dipped
out of her coat, surprised that there were adready a handful of people back in the stacks and severd more
scattered at the round tables that were oaken idands on the pae blue carpeting. To her Ieft, the wdls
were colored with shelves of current fiction, to the right the ydlow, red, green cheer of the fary-tde
mobiles suspended over the children's section. Directly ahead was a for-midable horseshoe desk which
she avoided carefully as she drifted toward the duminum steps that led up to the gdlery and the library's
offices A man whispered a helo and she whispered back, amiling. A boy not more than ten scurried
around her with an amful of books, plopping them naisly on the counter of the desk and hopping
impatiently as a middle-aged clerk took her time checking them out.



Natalie dmost changed direction to goad some speed into the woman, but the frantic waving of a girl
ten years her junior dis-tracted her. She waited, then took the first steps up as the girl stepped into her
shadow.

"I've put the mal on your desk, Mrs. Windsor," Miriam Burke said breathlesdy, "and Chief Windsor
has called twice aready— boy, does he ever sound ticked offl—and did you hear about the guy that
was killed in the park last night? Gory. | wish | could have seen him. He was from the college, you know,
but | never met him. Mrs. Hal cdled, too, to remind you about Monday's aff meeting—do you know
who's going to get the ax this time? And do you think it would be okay if | left early today? | know |
promised to stay with you, but there's this guy | met who wants to take me to this redly super party
tonight and | have to—"

"Stop!"”

Natdie leaned againg the metd ralling that curved with the steps toward the center of the gdlery. She
shifted her coat to her other am and amiled down at the girl. Miriam's sweaters and summer blouses, and
the long ebon hair parted in the center were indant and sometimes disconcerting refutations of the
sexless librarian image prevaent in most amdl towns; and though her New York City accent grated a
times, her infec-tious ebullience was something neither Nata-lie nor the autocratic Mrs. Hal would have
traded for a dozen more effident workers. And Miriam was the closest thing to a friend Natadie had at
work.

"Miriam," she sad lightly, "who in God's name winds you up in the moring? Don't you know it's
Saturday and people—norma people—are supposed to be adeep this hour of the morning? And will
you quit caling me Mrs. Windsor! 1t makes me sound like an old maid."

Miriam gaped, blinked dowly and pushed a nervous hand through her hair. There was a confuson of
gpology and disorientation in her face, and Natalie, wanting to laugh, placed a hand on her shoulder
instead.

"Hey, relax, girl, will you? Thisian't big business, you know, or one of those gigantic corporations that
are practicdly fascigt in tolerating laxness. It's only a library, for crying out loud. And sure you can leave
early. Don't worry about it."

"But what about Mrs. Hal?'

"It's Saturday, Miriam, remember? Shell be hung over until Monday, at leest.”

Miriam tried a grin to show she under-stood, and Natdie turned her stare to the main floor. At the
desk, Arlene Bains was flipping through the dumsly large pages of the Fine Book, scowling but falling to
cower atdl boy in a footbdl jersey standing decidedly unrepentant in front of her. Natalie shook her
head. Thetal, fog-haired woman was trying to emulate her husband, Simon, but her heart was never in
it. If Miriam, Natdie thought, was the antithesis of the mythicd spinger librarian, then Smon Bains was
the archetypa miser who aso happened to own a prosperous bank. Poor Arlene just wasn't measuring
up.

"Look," she sad to Miriam, "if you get too serious about dl this, you're going to end up as sour as
Arlene. God forbid.”

And without waiting for a response, she hurried up to the galery and into her office.

There were three offices off the gdlery itsdf. The largest was Mrs. Hal's, drategicdly in the center.
On the right was an office currently being used as a storeroom, and the smdlest, on the left, was
Nataie's by default.

It would have been litile more than a fair-sized bedroom in an average house, and was now jammed
with stacks of new un-stamped books, magazines to be sampled for possible subscription, and severd
cartons recently arrived from alocd church's supply drive. It was, she thought as she waded through to
her desk, more aphysca chd-lenge than an adminidrative one, and she knew it was the butt of severd
longgtanding jokes among the dtaff. Most of the teasng was pleasant, though there were spots of
bitterness from those who had been passed over for promotion when Natdie rapidly proved hersdf the
most competent. The rancor had concerned her at firdt, but since Ben's death, she had cared little for the
duding of provincid paliticking and had dways been nervoudy grateful when Adriana managed to
replace her most persstent de-tractors with young trainees from the college.



She didn't know what she had done, though it had to have been inadvertent, to gan Mrs. Hdl's
support, and the thought made her even more determined to help the woman out of a depression that had
dogged her since the spring. The way things stood now, how-ever, the Director would have no sympathy
or understanding that didn't come bottled in bond, warm, with a dash of soda.

"Wdl," she said to the posters on the wall, the windows back and side, "here we go agan.”

For severa hours, then, she was busy with invoices, inventories, queries from patrons and employees.
She took severd minutes, but no more, to worry about the lack of a suffident budget proposal for the
approach-ing fiscd year. She skimmed magazines, ran downgtairs in time to hear Miriam reading an Oz
book to an entranced circle of chil-dren, returned in the wake of a sngp from Arlene that she could use
another assgtant on the floor. There was thankfully no time to think, to consder what Marc had told her
until well past noon when she asked Miriam to dash around the corner to the Centre Street Luncheonette
and fetch her back a hamburger, sdlad and malted.

And while she waited, a cdl from the desk brought her down to the main floor. A middie-aged woman
inalamb's wool coat was standing impatiently in front of Arlene, whose eyes were rolled to the caling in
search of guidance. Nadie amiled immedi-ady, professondly, when the woman snapped her glare
around.

"Youre Mrs. Windsor?' The voice was nasd and reed brittle.

Natalie nodded.

"W, | mus say, you certainly don't run an efficent library around here”

"What's the trouble, Arlene?' she said, ignoring the womean as palitdy as possible.

"She wants something by Bishop Sheen. There are four books in the catadogue but ..." and she waved
a hand to the card file "None of them are out, and | keep trying to tdl her they're missng, | guess,
but—"

"But nothing,” the woman said angrily. "I put in my reserve for that book over a month ago.”

"But, madam,” Natdie said, "if they're missing, there's nothing we can do but reor-der them. Have you
tried the county library?"

"All that far?' The woman was incredu-lous. "You mug be joking. | haven't got that kind of time. |
think | shdl have to speak to Mrs. Hal about this" She headed for the stairs, stopped when she saw the
closed door above her and made a smart about-face to the exit. Natalie watched her, shook her head
sympatheticaly at Arlene and returned to her office. Four books. By Bishop Fulton Sheen. But she had
no time to wonder when Miriam returned with lunch.

"How do you do that?' Miriam asked as she watched Natdie gulp at a mated.

Natalie raised her eyebrows.

"I mean, how can you eat that Suff dl the time and gill stay so thin?”

Natalie grinned around her straw, peeked at the dight curves under her blouse and a her waig, then
up to the more rounded figure Miriam swore was 90 per cent fat. She leered, Miriam laughed, and the
room was Slent agan.

A break, she told hersdf as she finished the last of the burger, and stood quietly at the side window
looking out at the park across the street. The trees were 4ill bright in ther dying, the grass a deceptive
green. Over the piked top of the black iron fence she could see riders through the shrubbery cantering
their horses dong the bridle path, women pushing baby carriages and gossping as though their children
didn't exist. A londly kite of orange and white punched through the foliage and strained to carry itsrag tal
to the horizon. Moving to one side, she pressed a cheek againg the cool window and saw a patrolman
gation himsdf opposite the High Street entrance. He knelt to speak with alittle girl and her dall, waved a
group of teen-aged boys away from the flow of pedes-trian traffic that Nataie thought would be making
detours to see the scene of the recent crime. He stretched, then, and walked over to the curb where he
accepted a cup of obvioudy hot liguid from the driver of a patrol car that idled at the crosswalk.

When the telephone interrupted her, she jumped and thought of Sam.

Swore slently when she recognized his voice.

"Nattie, why the hdl haven't you caled me? It's been over a week."

She grinned mdicoudy at a poster of Big Ben on the unpainted wadll. "I've been busy today, Sam. I'm



sorry, redly | am.”

"All right." The voice was deep, wdl-suited to the man's sze. "I, uh, just wanted to tdl you, see, that
we—"

"Dont bother, Sam. I've dready spoken with Marc Clayton down at the Herald. He read me the fact
sheet you put out. Is that why you've got me talled agan?'

"Taled?"

She was annoyed, and suddenly impatient. “"Come on, Sam, I'm too busy and too tired to play your
manly games. You've got a patrol on me again, and | dont like it. It's invason of privacy, or something
like thet.”

"Nattie, it's protection and you know it."

"Protection?’ She coughed loudly to keep her voice from bresking too high. "Protection from what?
I'm not the one who's dead, Sam." And immediatdly she said it, she bit her lower lip. "Sam? I'm sorry. |
didn't mean it that way. It was uncdled for."

"It's okay," but it didn't sound that way to her. "l just don't want you hurt, that's dl.”

"Sam, | appreciate the thought, redly | do. But I'm not about to have another go around with you.
Ben's been dead over ayear and a hdf, and there's nothing to connect me with that poor man's murder
thismorning. | don't know him. | never met iminmy life Thereisno reason at dl that | can see for this
new so-cdled protection.”

"Hey, what do you mean, so-called?’

"Jug what | said, Sam. It isnt protection urtil | need it, and I've just said | don't. I'm old enough to
take care of mysdf. And," she said louder, senang he was about to inter-rupt, "it's ruining my socid life"

"What socid life?'

She bridled at the sneer behind the words and began wrapping the phone cord around her wrig.
"That's exactly what | mean, Sam. | haven't got one because who wants to go out with a woman whose
shadow wears a badge?'

There was a slence through which she could hear the squad room's phones, a wom-an's voice pitched
in righteous anger. Out of his private office and down with the boys, she thought. There was ribad
laughter, and the woman began shouting.

"All right, Nat," hefindly said. "Y ouve made your point. I'l pull it off right away."

"Gredt," she said. "Andif | get killed, itll be my own fault and I'll apologize.”

"That wasn't funny, Nat. Ben was my brother."

"No kidding, Sam. Y ou could have fooled me.

Quickly she yanked the receiver away from her ear before the sharp crack of disconnec-tion could
deafen her. Then she sat and wondered what had gotten into her. She cartainly could have been more
reasonable, less argumentative. But in spesking without preparation or thinking, she knew she had told
Windsor what she'd been wanting to say for months and had never had the courage.

Wel, she told hersdlf, it's done and ther€'s no sense worrying about it, right?

There was no answer. Miriam barged in, and the last rush began before the daff vanished on its
weekend bresk.

At five o'clock, an hour before leaving, she findly Ieft her office and moved the paperwork remaining
to the man desk. She didiked stting aone when the others had Ieft, more so now because of the images
skirting her mind like cdllar noisesin a house after midnight. There were three lights burning at the back of
the stacks, and one of the cylin-ders ill glowed overhead. Outside she could see the street lamps hazed
by the polarized glass, and the traffic's headlights were dis-embodied and brief.

The doors were locked. It was dlent. With the thermostat dided down, it was just this Sde of chilly.

When she sat, the levd of the counter was even with her shoulders, and she didn't like the sensation of
crawling out of a hole. It was then that she wished she had ligened to Miriam, who had offered just
before leaving to stay with her. Knowing the party was obvioudy something specia, Natdie had
de-murred; she had aso, she admitted, not wanted to have the girl prattle the sun down. For some
reason she had decided her nearly three decades had not yet excluded her from the race of the young,



and her effortsto play confidante were just as often comicd as they were touching.

In addition, there was the project, her own private ddving into an anomdy she gill wasn't sure merited
her time. From the locked drawer under a fold-down desk top, she pulled a series of didribution
records, print-outs sheld ordered from the college computer hookup. Their length and bulk were too
awkward to handle stting down, so she rdluctantly pushed back her chair and spread them out over the
counter. It took severa moments before her eyes adjusted to the Smple computer coding, then she
traced with her finger the usage frequency of each title in ther inventory, marking severd in red,
underlining a score of others. Thirty minutes later the initid check was com-pleted, and she took two
steps back as though distance would sharpen her perception.

"A pattern,” she muttered. "There must be some sort of pattern.”

But the printout was too long, her notartions too scattered, and she resigned hersdf, dghing, to an
evening of typing. On the other hand, she thought as she pulled the type-writer drawer out and reset her
chair, this could be a damned fool's errand and | could better spend my time elsawhere.

And where would that be? she wondered. At home, as usud, curled up on the sofa watching late
movies, skimming the latest fiction, forang her way through the newest reportorid exposes on
government corruption. There were times, of course, when an intrigu-ing promotiona blitz for a new film
lured her into the theater, but she sldom stayed for more than an hour, and only once during the past
year had she seen a feature through to completion. There was a restlessness that gripped her in the
flickering darkness, and the atificid lives being dissected on the screen seemed dl too futile to bear
watching. Comedies were worse than drama; the pic-ture sheld watched to the end had been a French
import without subtitles. She had stayed only to test her dbility to guess the plot through gesture rather
then words. When it had finished, she didn't know whether she had won or log.

"Oh, shut up, Natdiel" she said, and leaned back in the chair.

She could dways cdl Marc and take him up on any one of the severd dozen rainchecks sheld taken.
Or even Karl Hampton, whose monthly telephone cdls exhorted her congtantly to whatever it was he
cdled the finer thingsin life. Perhaps Wayne Gernard, a man who made her skin tighten whenever she
saw him. Reporter, miniger, professor. The cream of the crop, she thought, only the best of Oxrun
society for little old me from. . .

Suddenly she yanked her purse from the counter and rummaged until she located an ova compact.
Hipping its mirror up, she stared a the image in the dim white light. Thirty looking twenty, the schoolgirl
profile so many matrons coveted. A nose too stubbed, ears too protruding to be truly attractive. At times
she wished she were a man so she could grow a beard to hide the tiny chin lost beneath full dark lips and
high cheeks. At times. "And who will you be, my pretty little maid,” she whispered, "who will you be at
fifty?"

Ben was dead. Vorhees was dead. The same murderer, or someone who had read of the former and
decided to imitate?

In the beginning, there had been an uncharacteristic lugt for revenge. A life cut short—not Ben's, but
hers. The drive faded, however, dulled, because an intdlectud game, which had forced her to wonder
about the state of her emotions, had nearly stampeded her onto the couch of the doctor Sam and Elaine
were urging upon her. But the game, too, had lost its appedl, and until this morning, Ben's killer had gone
the way of old Judge Crater.

It wasn't bravery, then, that had kept her in Oxrun, nor that brief tenure of vengeance.

With no family, few friends, there was no place else to go.

And the only reason sheld retained her married name was a heed for an anchor outside her books.

"Enough,” she sad loudly, jumping a the fant echoes hovering in the high caling. She shook her
shoulders and pulled the computer lig to her. After a second's organization, she began to record the titles
shed marked. There was no carbon; sheld read once that carbons could be deciphered with the proper
equipment, and unless she had actudly dis-covered the makings of a conspiracy, she wanted no one to
know of her clandestine scheme.

In the middle of the second page, the telephone rang.

"Hey, lady, are you dill working?'



Sill logt in the traces of what she was doing, Natdie didn't recognize the voice immediady; then, with
awrench, she shoved back from the typewriter.

"Marc, are you dill working?'

"No far answering a question with a question. Do you have any idea whet time it is?'

She checked her watch and dtifled a gasp when she saw the time was wel past eight. "I had alot to do,
" she said meekly.

"Yeah, right. Wdll, ook, it's bloody cold out here. Do you mind if | come in and keep you company
until you're done?!

Out here? She looked up and saw afant shadow within the phone booth at the junc-ture of sidewalk
and library lawn. She laughed, then, waved and hung up. A per-functory check of her hair guided her to
the door which she unlocked only when Marc came close enough to identify.

"You know," he said, hugging himsdf as he wandered back toward the counter, "I never did see what
anyone would want with a mausoleum like this" He stared up a the darkness above the light, glanced at
the shadows of books and magazines on the racks to the right of the desk. "I mean, libraries are no fun
anymore. No dust, no snoring old men a the newspaper table, things like that." When he reached the
counter, he picked up a portion of the print-out and waved it. "See what | mean? Com-puters and
evarything. Whatever happened to that rotten old lady who wouldnt let me read anything in the adult
section because it would warp my impressonable litle mind?'

"You're looking a her,” Natalie said mock gernly. "Only, | don't particularly think of mysdf as rotten.”

"Jugt an expression,” he said, and for the firg time read the paper he was holding. "What's this? A ligt
of books to burn?’

Gently she took the sheet from his hand. "No, jugt taking inventory. Books get logt, you know.
Happens dl thetime."

"Solen, you meen.”

She turned away and waked into the center of the horseshoe, hoping her move-ments seemed casud
as she dropped the typewriter's plastic cover into place. "Yes, solen, too. There are dways people too
chegp to buy books, and too lazy to bring them back."

"Ah, the scofflaw syndrome. | know it well.”

"Dont tdl me, gr, that the fine citizens of this community steal your newspaper?”

"Who? Us? Never. They don't dare, or well raise the price to a quarter instead of the long-dead dime.
No, | mean the out-of-towners, such as they are, who use the park-ing meters and never pay up. Things
like that."

This is ridiculous, Nadie thought, the dumbest conversation I've ever had. There was an impulse,
then, to confide in Marc about her possible discovery, but it died unvoiced as he reached over the
counter and snatched her coat from the back of the chair.

"Ligen, lady," he said, "'l have to be a a certain house tonight to cover a certain very important socia
event of the time. | had hoped to catch you earlier in order to ask—no, pray—that you come with me
and keep me from dying of boredom.”

"Then why goif you're going to be bored?" She joined him by the meagazine rack and dipped into the
coat before she knew what she was doing. "Why naot just go home?"

"Because" Marc intoned, "Dederson com-mands. It's his way of getting back at me for the lousy
articles he thinks I'm writing."

With a moue of sympathy and a pat on his shoulder, she gathered her papers together quickly and
replaced them in the drawer, locked it and dropped the keys into her purse.

"It sounds to me" she said as she pushed him toward the door, "like I'm rather an afterthought in al
this"

"Oh, now wat aminute, Nat—

"Hey," she said, usng the master switch to turn off al the lights before pushing him outside, "cadm
down. | was only kidding."

He faced her, then, and cupped a hand to her elbow. "Nat, believe me, if nothing else in this world,
you are definitdy not an afterthought. Not with me. Not with any-body, for that matter. | didn't ask you



before because | wasn't sure how you were going to take Vorhees degath, that's dl.”

Odd, she thought as they waked dowly to the sdewak, but if that had been Sam taking, | would
have been offended.

"What do you say?' he asked quietly.

Theliving room. The tdlevison. Hot cocoa and the wind blowing in from ...

"Il congider it very carefully.”

They walked, and she was pleasantly con-scious that held not released her arm, had in fact taken her
hand by the time they'd reached her porch. It was a movement so natura there was no objection, and he
sad nothing until he peered through the darkness across her sde yard. "How," he asked, "do you live
with that thing out there?'

At the end of the street was a low cyclone fence topped with a double strand of barbed wire. During
the growing seasons it was camouflaged by untended shrubbery and sev-erd massve willows, during fdl
and winter it was dightly imposing—less for its Sze than the dearly visble expanse of carefully mown
grasdand that stretched for over a hundred yards toward the newest section of the Oxrun Memorid
Park. Sans moonlight, the tombstones and scetterings of ornate mausoleums were invisble, and with the
aun the closest seemed only to be nothing more than sculptured boulders.

But Natdie knew what he meant. Smply the thought of settling near the neighboring dead had kept
mog of the homes bordering the cemetery empty for months a a time On her own street, hers was the
only house occupied.

The graveyard's proximity had never both-ered her, however. The vistors and mourners generdly
confined thar activities to week-ends and holidays, a time when she made it a slent point to keep the
sde windows cur-tained. The one or two stragglers who wan-dered over the grassy area were usudly
loverslooking for a place to test their courage.

She hersdlf had gone to Ben's grave only twice; once for the funerd, and once a month later when she
stood garing down at the words too neetly engraved in marble, waiting for a prayer, feding only that she
hadn't known her husband long enough to miss him more than she would a close friend.

"Actudly,” she said as she fumbled with the lock, "I kind of like it, you know? Shdl | run through the
gags about the peace and quiet and the neighbors and dl that?!

"Not if you're going to be a deadly bore about it."

She groaned dutifully, pushed him into the living room and switched on dl the Tiffany-style lamps. He
flopped immediatdy onto the sofa and pulled open his coat. He was dready dressed in dark suit and
waistcoat, and a flegting annoyance stiffened her until she remembered he would be attending the affair
whether she accompanied him or not.

"You ever look at the older ones? The stones, | mean, from the Civil War, and like that?"

She nodded as she hooked her coat on the hdll rack and took a quick look in its center mirror. "Once
inawhile, when | get to feding too pompoudy immortd.” She stood in the doorway, her hands clasped
a her waigt until, seeing hersdf posing, shifting them behind her. "Could you use a little coffee, Marc?'

"Nat, will you rdax, for God's sake? I'm not going to rape you, you know," He sat up and rested his
pams on his knees. "Come on, Nat, go with me. It might not be as dull as you think."

"Il get your coffeg,” she said, and walked Hiffly past the stairs, habit stopping her long enough to test
the cdllar door and again, the knob to the den. Satisfied, and feding oddly foolish, she crossed back to
the kitchen and, with one hand on the stove, stared at her reflection in the dark window glass. They were
fenang, maneuvering like characters in a play speaking lines that had too much meaning if they should
only stop to listen. She settled afinger lightly againgt her breast, then pressed to see if she could fed her
heart pounding. Nothing, and she laughed a her-sdf, stroked at her har for comfort and turned the
burner on under the kettle.

"Hey, Na!"

His voice gtartled her, not because she didn't recognize it, but because it was some-thing the house
wasn't used to. She stepped into the corridor and saw him standing by the den.

"Wha'sin here, Nat? Or am | being too nosy?



She was about to identify the room brusque-ly when something pushed her to his side. "It's a den.
Library. | don't know what you would cdl it." She reached up over the door, fdt dong the lintd and
pulled down atarnished bronze key. She watched her hands as they guided the key into the lock: They
weren't trembling, nor did they fdter. And rdief was like a spring breeze sweeping through a dusty room.

"Hey, Nat," he said while she fumbled for the light switch. "Hey, | didnt mean | wanted to poke my
nosein here. | was just curious.”

She looked at him and thought: So am .

It was no bigger than the bedroom up-stairs, furnished smply with a pseudo-leather love seat, a wanut
ach tray on a chrome stand perched next to a thickly upholstered arm chair. One bookcase huilt into the
right-hand wdl was empty. Under the window that looked out onto the yard was a second-hand
secretary, and on it a shoe box bound with yelowed cord.

"I haven't been in herein months™ she said, trying not to sneeze in the mugty air. "When | clean, | plan
to do a once over lightly." She shrugged. "Somehow | never get around to it."

"Ben's?' He was subdued, but there was an edge to his question that made her frown.

"Yes" she sad, running a thumb over the box. "Before hed go on duty, he would come in here to
relax. Read a little law, or a mydery, or some notes on the two or three big cases héld have once a
year."

"You weren't dlowed?"

She thought while she opened the box and dipped her fingers indde. "It wasn't so much that | wasn't
dlowed. | jugt didn't fed right, | guess." She grinned and held up a gold ring. "His one big gift to himsdf.
He sad heéld seen it in afilm and had ordered one made like it, hoping it would add something to his
image" She laughed, shook her head, and dropped the ring back.

"Wdl, let metdl you something, lady. I'd never—" Marc stopped and stepped back into the corridor.
"Hey, your kettle's scream-mg.

Natalie tried to hurry the cord back into place, falled and Ieft it. When she closed the door behind her,
Marc handed her the key and stared at it so obvioudy that she had to amile as she put it back on the
ledge again without using it. Then she brushed past him and worried &t the stove uniil the coffee had been
poured.

"Say," he sad quietly as he took a chair & the table. "l just had this feding that I'm imposing. | mean,
here | am trying to sweep you out of the house, and dl I'm redly doing is prowling and meking you play
hostess and ..." He sputtered and looked so discomfited that she wanted to lay a materndly soothing
hand on his head.

"Don't worry about it." She placed cup and saucer in front of him and smiled. "If I'm acting a little
drange, it's because I'm not used to ... well, it's been a while, you know, since I've had vistors ... like
you."

He relaxed, then, and blew gently at the seam rigng into his face. "Nataie, some-times | worry about
you. Redly | do. Thisisn't exactly the most compromising position in the world, you know."

"Cut it right therel" she snapped. "WEell have none of that! None."

He seemed surprised at her vehemence, and somewhat stricken. But she couldn't resist the dirrings of
fant panic, couldn't difle the notion that unless she stayed on her guard, Marc would wak boldly in
where she hadn't dlowed aman for too long a time. Despite the sooffing that ingantly replaced the fear,
she kept tdling hersdf it was too soon, that she needed more time.

And that, she knew, was just as much a deception as the idea that Oxrun Station was a perfectly
normd town.

"Il go," she sad findly, pricking the weighted baloon that had been pressng on her lungs. "But only
on one condition.”

"Nameit."

"That if he's there, you have to keep me away from Wayne Gernard.”

Marc blinked in surprise. "You mean the college professor? He of the fat hands and portly
cummerbund? That Wayne Gernard? Y ou mean that aily dime pit has his Sghts set on you?"

"You know something,” she said, leening forward on her pams in front of him. "I'm not surprised you



never got married, Marcus Clayton. Y our knowledge and respect of and for the sengtivity of a woman's
vanity is quite a bit less than zero."

He bowed mockingly and pointed a her clothes with his cup. "May | suggest, how-ever, that the
sengtivity of the crowd we are about to suffer would be less chdlenged if you were to change into
something less, Sl we say, provocative?!

Indinctively, she looked down at the filmy blouse and ran her hands sensuoudy over her hips. "If |
went topless, do you think anyone would notice?"

"Do you want another sample of my seng-tivity, or atruthful answer?'

"Drop dead, Clayton, and drink your foul coffee. The dishwasher's over there. Clean up when you're

done. I'll be down in aminute.
Chapter 3

THEY SHOULD be marble" Marc said. He stood in the center of the amdl foyer and pointed to the
dairs as she descended. Then he held out his hand and waited, patiently.

Her gown was a brown-and-gold caftan girdled a the waist by a wide white band. A matching tassdl
dangled from her right hip, and a cowl trimmed in crimson was folded againg her back. It was an
impulse, choos-ing this outfit, and she only knew that it tended in some unfathomable way to guide men's
gppreciative glances firg to her feet sandaled in brown, then swiftly to her eyes that were a green so deep
they were often mistaken for black. The looseness of the woolen doth pleased her for the illuson of
buxomness it created, and the flow it lent to her short-paced walk. It wasn't what she would have
ordinarily worn on such an occasion, but Marc's cyniciam had rubbed off, and it fdt ddightfully fresh. The
Widow, she had decided in front of the bathroom mirror, would strike again.

Without a word he draped her coat over her shoulders, buttoned his own to the throat and escorted
her outsde. Darkness, save for the Sngle dim street light, was nearly abso-lute; a rudling of the willows
sgnded a breeze in from the cemetery.

"We could walk to my place to get my car,”" he said, obvioudy not rdishing the idea, and she dipped
into her evening purse and pulled out a Sngle slvered key.

"The garage, Marcus. My carriage.”

He jumped the four steps to the walk and ran across the lawn to the garage. A moment later his curses
meade her laugh. The hinges of the double doors were rusted Hiff and did not give esslly to those in a
hurry. Then she shook her head as he backed the grumbling Oldsmobile into the street and did out to
leen disgustedly againg the roof.

"Tdl me, librarian, how old isthisthing?'

"Not quite as old as | am," she said, flashing him a amile before taking a sest.

"l wouldn't bet on it. It mugt have more holes on the bottom than the Swiss have cheese”

"Not very origind," she commented wryly.

"Crap. Thething'sfdling gpart.”

"You would rather walk?'

He groaned, switched on the headlights and pulled away from the curb.

Onto the Pike and Ieft, they remaned Slent as they passed the dark library and followed the
park’'s northern boundary. The iron fence was nearly invisble under trees that dipped wearily down to the
sdewalk, gleaming only when a street lamp shattered its light through the leaves that remained. There
were no pedestrians. And it was an uncomfortable effort to keep from saring through the darkness and
imegining the scene of the assgtant dean's murder. Then she heard it again: Ben's find puzding
transmis-gon, the scream, and the sound of a heavy weight fdling before the radio crackled with orders
from Control to the other patrols.

It shouldn't be happening again, she thought nervoudy. Nothing like that should happen twice in
anyones life.

"I'm not arich man, but I'll give you a penny, Nat."



His voice was quiet, lulling in the green glow of the dashboard. She shifted closer to escape the chill
that crept in through her window, stopping only when her leg touched his. She hated October. Its brilliant
foliage was only a cover for the dirges of December, and the sharp advent of frost in the morning only
reminded her of January days when getting warm had logt the gamdike qudlity of earlier years.

"Nothing," she said when he repeated the offer for her thoughts. "What is this celebration you're
dragging me to?"

"Some celebration,” he said. "Mr. Ambrose Tod has decided to erect a new Statue in the park. At the
ingigation, it is said, of his dear wife, Christine. It is to be a memoriad, mind you, to those in Oxrun
Sation who gave up their lives in the service of their country. It is dso, and not so devely so, a
husband-hunting expedition for his equaly dear daugh-ter and woman of the world, Cynthia. Better
known to those who can pick out her win-dow as Cynthiathe—"

"Hold it"" she said. "I don't think | want to know."

"What are you, jealous? Or just a prude?’

Her laugh was more like a bark. "I take it you're supposed to write up this affar as the highlight of the
season, with ample descrip-tions of m'ladies gowns, etcetera.”

"Bvery disgguding pink cleavage.”

Agan they fdl dlent, and Nataie watched the headlights tracing swaths of misted grey dong the
tarmac. The park and clusters of regular homes were gone, and in their place the minor estates of the
minor rich, feeble and sometimes grotesgque attempts at baro-nia splendor complete with high wals,
eec-trified gates and aging uniformed guards. Many of the homes hall vanished over the past decade,
Marc commented without ap-parent sympathy, victims not only of rigng taxes and inflation, but also of
Tod's insatiable greed for space between himsdf and his neighbors. Natalie said the area seemed as
much a graveyard as the one she could see from her house.

"So, now we mus needs wax philosophicd?' Marc said as he turned off the Pike onto a winding
private road.

"Why not? |Is there something better to talk about?’

And she clamped down on her tongue when she saw a frown crease his forehead and the hands diffen
on the steering whed. Open mouth, insert foot, she thought as he parked the Olds behind a glittering line
of foreign chrome. One of these days he's going to give you up as hopeless, woman, and then you bloody
wel won't have anything to worry about.

Tod's mandon was a bagtardization of smple Georgian eegance and antebdlum barogque. As they
walked to the broad front steps, she winced at the immense veranda that apparently circumscribed the
house and reduced to comic inanity the brick and stone stories tha rose above it. It was asif Tod had
seen one too many plantations on aflying tour of the Deep South and had de-cided his place could stand
alitlemint julep class.

A liveried Pakigtani stood immediatdy in-side the open front door, took their coats and directed them
to aroom on the left.

"Too much," Marc said as he fussed with his jacket.

Natdie said nothing.

The entrance hdl was balroom wide, floored in green marble and paneled in ma-hogany. A sngle
conddlation chanddier cast multiple shadows and directed the eye down to a Saircase carpeted with
intricate Perdan weave. Gilded Grecian benches were scat-tered dong the wdls, and the spaces
be-tween were occupied by the most dreadful plaster copies of the French kings Natalie had ever seen.

The front room was dready crowded, dou-bled in Sze by mirrored walls, the cealing lowered by a
drifting canopy of sale smoke. Marc took her hand possessvely and, after a brief unconscious sruggle,
she submitted long enough to be guided through the con-stantly shifting idands of lace and emeralds and
high-pitched conversation to a buffet where bored-looking maids ladied a strong tangy punch into deep
crysd cups.

Nataie emptied hers a a gulp, hedd out her hand unflinchingly for a refill. Marc stared, grinned, and
did the same.



"Now what?' she asked, unafrad of being overheard. No one had paid them the dight-est attention,
and from an adjoining room a band heavy on drums and bass guitar difled whatever impulses to
eavesdropping there might have been.

"Now we observe and learn, and wait for Tod to make his appearance. Hell probably give a little
speech, show us a copy of the statue; make another little speech and intro-duce his family. Then well dl
go home drunk in the knowledge that we have basked in the unrdenting sun of the powerful am of
cgpitdiam.”

"Hey," she said, "don't you think that's laying it on alittle thick, even for you?"

He grinned an immediate gpology and bowed at the waist. "Your point, lady. I'm sorry. It's just that |
had other plans for this evening, and this definitdly was not among them.”

What questions she might have had, how-ever, were forestdled by a hand that grabbed her shoulder
and turned her around.

"Oh, Wayne," she said behind a forced smile. "l didn't think you went in for these

things"" Professor Wayne Gernard preened histhick black moustache, reached out a thrice-ringed hand
to take hers, lift it to his lips and kiss the ar wetly above it. "Natdie, how wonder-ful. And I'm as
surprised to see you as you are to see me. What brings you here?' "Me" Marc said, leeaning over her
shoul-der. "How are you, Wayne?' "All things consdered, not bad actudly. My dear dean ingss |
attend Toa's foul wakes so he won't forget some century-old promise about a library for the new law
school. | could have gone to a show in New Haven, you know."

"Sorry about that," Marc said uncorvinc-ingly. "We dl have our crosses, don't we?"

It took a moment before Nataie was able to free her hand from Gernard's perspiring grip, and she
stepped immediately back to dlow the two men plenty of sparring room. Her back bumped againg the
buffet and she turned, nodded to a maid and accepted another cup.

This she thought, is unred. I'm not redly here, you know. It's a tdlevison show about the four
hundred, and I'm gtting on the living room floor in my flannd pgjamas drinking diet soda and making rude
com-ments. She sipped a the punch, then put a hand to her temple to ill a quick wave of dizziness.

Marc, she saw, was grinning open-mouthed though the noise leve had risen and pre-vented her from
hearing what he was saying. Wayne was obvioudy uncomfortable, unac-countably nervous as he
continualy wiped a forefinger over his moustache, then tugged at the ill-fitting vest that kept bunching up
toward his neck. She knew he was trying to carve Marc's profession with witticiams and barbs, but Marc
was enjoying the bout; he had taken off his glasses and the resulting squint gave him an unsdttling Fu
Manchu remoteness. For me, she wondered, and was dightly incomprehensibly resentful. But it must be
the drinks, she thought, because it wasn't often that she was able to play M'Lady to a joust.

There was a barking laugh from Marc, and the professor tried slencing him with an academic sneer.
The guests beyond them had begun to shift as others arrived, however, and Natdi€s atention was
directed through an opening across the room to the front by the windows. Miriam was there, laughing
and lifting a sparkling cup to the lips of a man a ful head tdler than she, he was, Natdie noted
sardonicdly, apparently less interested in the refreshment than the buxom plunge of the digphanous
cocktall gown float-ing redly in front of him. A maximum of temptation, a minimum of cover—Adriana
would have afit if she could see that, she thought with a grin and suddenly hoped Miriam wouldnt try a
little deep, heavy bregthing. She stared pointedly for severa minutes, hoping the young girl's eye would
dray her way so she would have an opportu-nity to compare notes, and stand a little in the shadow of
sanity.

But the opening closed before contact could be made, and before she could redirect Marc's atention
away from Gernard, there was a flurry of motion at the far end of the room. The lights in thelr sconces
dmmed and, as Marc had predicted, Ambrose Tod climbed to a mekeshift stage, made a short
inaudible speech, and pulled a cord which released a velvet curtain closed behind him. There, under a
sngle lavender spotlight, was a four-by-five photogreph of a datue a nurse sanding vdiantly over the
huddled and ago-nized bodies of wounded men in indetermi-nate uniform. Her hands were clasped to
her pointed bosom, her blind eyes lifted pioudy toward an invishble sun. The face was un-doubtedly



Chrigines—aquiline, soft, a careful aging around the mouth and eyes. Hand-some was the word Natdie
thought of a once, and it squared with the few glimpses she had had of the millionaires
wife—hand-some and arctic cold.

A dumsy fanfare from the band and an enthusiagtic explosion of applause and com-ment greeted the
unveling. Marc looked over his shoulder and rolled his eyes heavenward. Gernard stood at attention.
There was a glare of flashbulbs, and Marc yanked a pad from his jacket pocket. To work, he mouthed
with an exaggerated Sgh. Hurry back, she whispered slently, shaking her head when his expression
launched an invitation to go with him. He nodded, ignored Gernard and pushed his way up through the
crowd. Nata-lie, too, decided to leave, not wanting to be aone with the professor, seeing dready the
words forming in his throat, questions about Vorhees and the connections with Ben. With a meaningless
mumur she knew was fasdy coy, she excused hersdf hurriedly and made her way back to the hdl
where the Pakistani coldly directed her to the powder room on the second floor. Thanking him, she set
her empty cup on a chair more openwork than substance and took the stairs as fast as she could. There
was aturmail in her somach that reminded her uncomfortably that she hadn't esten anything since lunch;
and the potent liquid from the punch bowl was not doing much to steady her equilibrium.

The anteroom was eeslly large enough, she decided, to contain both bedrooms in her own home. A
mad dressed in starched white waited primly in a stiff-backed chair by the entrance and handed her a
ardl towd, a mint scented bar of soap, and a amdl packet of flowered tissues. Natdie accepted the
hand-outs gracdesdy and sat on an upholstered bench on the far side of the room, her hands folded in
her lap. Despite the bright lights reflected in the haf-dozen woman-tal mir-rors dong the walls, she fdt
ingantly cooler, and was dartled then to fed perspiration gathering on her forehead. Carefully, she
extracted a sngle tissue—amiling apologeti-cdly at the maid for the noise—and dabbed a her face. Then
she rolled the moigt tissue into a bdl and, falling to locate a wastebas-ket, suffed it into her full deeve.

And now what? It was fine for Marc to be a the party; a least he had something to do to stave off
boredom. But she knew few of the guests well enough to talk with, and those she had recognized she
found hersdf avoiding because of the killing. There might be a chance to tak with Miriam later, but
somehow she fdt an intruson would be ddfinitdy unwelcome & this Stage of the young girl's
not-so-subtle campaign.

So, then. She could mentdly run through her ligt of books to find the pattern she was groping for; but
when the fird title grew hazy under the influence of the punch, she abandoned the idea and began to
whidle dlently. A minute later she looked up and saw the maid staring a her, not unfriendly but curious,
and she rose a once and hurried into one of the severa private cubicles set dong the near wdl in the
adjoining, smdler room. Each held a petite vanity, ovd mirror edged in slver, and settings containing
make-up, combs, brushes and other bits of repair parapherndia. Placing her purse on the ruffle-edged
table, Natalie stared a her reflection and considered spending the next hour or two making faces a
hersdif.

Then she made a perfunctory swipe a her hair, touched her little finger to the corners of her mouth,
and pushed againg the table in order to rise from the thick-cushioned stool when she heard two women
move into the cubicle next to hers. They were arguing, and she decided this would be far better than
being cornered by Gernard again. Who knows, she thought, maybe the gossp will be something Marc
can use,

"A nightgown,”" one woman said, her voice trembling with indignation. " She was wear-ing a nightgown.
| swear it!"

"Cdm down, will you?' The second one was markedly younger, and more harsh. The words were
dightly durred. "I hardly think it will cause a scandd, you know. Y ou're being ridiculous™

"I'm dways ridiculous as far as you're concerned.”

The sound of glass dapped onto the vanity, a stool shifted aoruptly and damming againg the partition.

"Wadl, now youve torn it. Are we going to spend the rest of the night sniping & each other, or are we
going to get on with it?'

"Wdl, we can't very wel do anything with her in the house, can we?'



"Mother, you're being ample again. What does she have to do with anything at this point? You're
cartanly not going to send her an invitaion, are you?"'

Nataie rubbed the side of her face dowly, turning around as cautioudy as she could. If the so-caled
nightgown they had mentioned was, in fact, her own caftan, then it was she they were arguing over. A
sudden wash of guilt made her decide to look for away out without being discovered.

"I'm not sure | likeit."

"You don't have to likeit. Jugt do it, or helll get med.”

"Wdl ..."

"It'sdmog over, Mother."

"l suppose so. But what about her?'

Natalie tried angling alook at the mirror opposite the cubicle, but she knew she was eavesdropping on
Chridine and Cynthia Tod. But what was it they didnt like? And why couldnt she be around when
whatever was going to happen happened? A piercing stab of ice dong her soine made her stand, sway,
reach out to brace hersdf againg the parti-tion. That it might entall some manner of crime momentarily
frightened her, but a quick and vicious pinch at her hip caught the soaring panic, camed it and forced her
to think more sengbly.

"Thisisdl very awkward, you know, my dear. I'm not sure Ambrose will like it one bit."

"For God's sake, will you stop worrying? As soon as he's finished with that shrimp, they'll be on ther
way. God Almighty, you'd think we were planning to rob a bank."

"Wdl, inaway we are, aren't we?'

"Oh, Mother, shut up!"

Nataie decided a swift retreat was the best defense againg entrgpment. She waited until the voices
faded into whispers, then darted out of the cubicle, through the con-necting door and into the corridor.
She hoped their concentration on the mirror prevented them from caiching a glimpse of her as shed
hurried by, a rush that was now a dow trot as she approached the head of the gtairs. Suddenly, she
stopped, one hand pressed tightly againgt her somach. Standing at the foot of the staircase was Ambrose
Tod, speak-ing Softly to a shorter, souter man whose lagt vestige of hair was confined to puffed fringes
above his ears. It was Smon Bains, and Nataie knew inginctively that this would be the wrong moment
to be seen by ether of them. She made a quick about-face and strode dong the thick carpet, the purse a
dead weight in her hand, her neck protesting as she jerked hurried looks a each passng doorway. At
corridor's end she paused, looked back over her shoulder and saw the two men just coming to the
landing. At the same time, the door to the powder room opened and Christine and Cynthia stepped out,
aminam. And smiling.

Without thinking, Natalie ducked into the rear hdlway and pressed hersdf agang the wall. The only

light was adimly yellow glow from the center hal. Y ou should have tried a bluff, she scolded hersdf, and
prayed for awarning of the quartet's approach. She was rewarded a moment later by Cynthids low,
manlike laughter. They were headed in her direction.
Nearly sumbling in her haste, Natdlie fdt her way dong the wal, trying each door in passing, more
franticdly as the voices grew louder. Suddenly one gave way and she darted ingde, pushing it dlently
closed be-hind her. Here there were no windows, nor switches close a hand, and she was forced to
press an ear againg the thick wood, ligen-ing, hearing Chrigine sngp something and a fan respond
angrily. Tak about insane, she thought as she waited until she could be positive they had

left her done. | don't believe thisis happen-ing to me. | redly don't believe it. The room's darkness was
complete. With her back pressed againg the door, she tried to create images of the furniture she sensed
wasin her way. Her legs began to weaken, betraying the rdief she fet, and her breasts rubbed roughly
agang the caftan as she swdlowed the difling, musy air. The hair a the back of her neck tingled, and
her skin tightened. Electricity, she thought, but couldn't fathom the source. A thought, and she bent to
peer through the keyhole, but it was blocked, and she straightened, one hand rub-bing her cheek.

All right, then, do | wait or plunge back out?

Discretion, she decided a moment later, but she was determined not to spend the time blind. Damning



hersdf for quitting smoking and not having matches, she inched sideways past the door. Her hand darted
over the wal—panding by the fed of it—and she was about to despair when her thumb triggered a
switch and she was sghted again.

The room was larger than sheld imagined, and nothing shed seen downgtairs prepared her for its
starkness. Except for a pae blue runner dong the baseboard, the floor was bare and painted a glossy
black. The snglelight came from a bulb placed in a topless brass censor that had been lowered from the
adling on a braided black chain. Three walls were covered by midnight-green velvet, her wal by a
wanut veneer polished to near mirror perfection. There were no chairs or tables, nothing at dl but the
light, the snakelike shadow of the chain, and the floor that reminded her of deep winter ice on a mountain
lake.

Her immediate impressons centered on a chamber of the occult. The popularity of Satanism and its
attendant offspring had given her ample opportunity to browse through the library’s growing collection on
the subject, and here there was nothing vagudy amilar to anything she had come across. Then, for no
clear reason, she thought: meditation! The bare flooring for discomfort, the velvet to swalow sound. She
raised her eyebrows in grudging acceptance—Mr. Tod, she decided, was aman of severd interests.

A muffled voice panicked her into dousing the light.

Nothing.

Be cool, Natdie, she ordered. You're scar-ing yoursdf to death.

And in the darkness, the afterimage of the room perssted until she fdt an irraionad sensation of
imminent suffocation.

Out, then, and her hand closed around the glass doorknaob. It turned, though not smoothly, and she
pulled the heavy wood to her as cautioudy as she could. Thefirg glimpse of the dim hal light temporarily
blinded her, but in ligening, she heard nothing; no foot-steps, no argument. Then: The faint thump-ing of
drums from below, and the grident punctuation of laughter above the hum of conversation. A ritud in a
hive, she thought and increased the opening sufficent to adlow her head to poke through. The hdl was
deserted, and without waiting to see if there were d9gns of impending company, she did out, closed the
door behind her and ran to the main corridor. Lucky you, she told her-sdf as she passed the powder
room, then dowed to what she hoped would be a natu-ra, casudly bored walk.

Another moment of caution when she reached the bannister and quickly surveyed the entrance hal.
Except for the servant ill in his place by the door, it too was empty, and it was dl she could do to keep
from laughing as she descended, one hand diding dong the waxed wood, the other holding her purse
loosdy &t her Sde.

"A queen, and a pity these aren't marble, ether.”

Her heart raced, but her face was passve as she glanced over the ralling and saw Marc gtting on a
bench. He had a glass in his hand and was toading her with a broad smile. When she joined him, he
offered her adrink and she accepted it gladly.

"Having a wonderful evening?'

"Lovdy," she said, but stopped short of tdling him what had just happened, what she had overheard.

"Wha?' he asked, senang her indecison. When she shook her head, he set the glass on the floor and
stood over her. "What do you say we truck out of here, as Dederson would say? I've got my words of
wisdom from the man, and you look as though you could stand a little depressurizing.”

"If you're inviting me out to a bar, you're on," she said, risng.

"Do you think Gernard will miss you?'

She considered severd appropriately ob-scene remarks, poked his somach ingtead.

"Our coats," he said. "Wait a sec. I'll be back in aflash.”

He hurried off and cornered the Pakistani. The servant nodded at his whispering and vanished into a
room opposite the buffet entrance.

With her padms beginning to fed uncom-fortably moigt, Natdie stood by the newd post and was
uncble to stop hersdlf from gasping when a hand gripped her shoulder.

"Mrs Windsor," said a man on the gtairs. He was in dinner jacket and black tie, with a violet sash
diagondly across his chest. His hair was long, white and brushed sraight back from a smooth brow. His



nose had been broken &t least twice, but the cragged angle only served to underscore rather than detract
from the out-of-doors ruggedness his profile maintained. In gartling contrast, his hand was pale, dmost
feminindy soft. "l don't believe we've met formally.”

"A pleasure, Mr. Tod," she said as her composure returned. "But if you don't mind my asking, how
did you know my name?'

"I makeit apoint to know every beautiful woman's namein Oxrun Station,” he said. "Besides, | an the
President of the Council, you know."

Towhich | am supposed to reply: | owe you my job, don't 17 she thought; but I'll be hanged if 1 will.

Her slence seemed to disconcert him and he hdf turned to leave. Then, changing his mind, he leaned
forward and whispered as Marc approached, "I am grateful you came tonight, Mrs. Windsor. But you
are out of your league, aren't you?'

"League? | didn't know we were playing baseball, Mr. Tod."

He glared at her quip, and released her shoulder. He nodded curtly at Marc and brushed past him into
the reception room.

"Wdl," Marc said. "Y ou two make friends?'

Nataie chewed thoughtfully at her lower lip.

"No, but | think I've just been threatened.”

Chapter 4

THE CHANCELLOR Inn had once been the resdence of a prosperous Oxrun farmer who had died
during an abalitionis riot in Hart-ford prior to the Civil War. And whatever he might actudly have been
like during his lifetime, the huge, dark-hued ail hanging over the fireplace in the main lounge por-trayed
him as a rugged, no-nonsense individ-ua who would just as soon thrash his opponents as compromise
with them. The present owner, Artemus Hal, attributed the generdly subdued atmosphere of his Inn's
second floor sdon to the portrait's glaring black eyes rather than the indirect lighting. In contrast to the
rest of the building, there were no tables, the dientdle being restricted to smal booths thickly lesthered
with highly polished armrests wide enough for drink and limb. Between the booths were pewter ash trays
and broad-topped pedestas on which were centered candles under red chimneys And dthough the
conversaions were suit-ably lowered and carefully interwoven with unobtrusive taped mudc, there was
no intru-son at dl from the larger, noiser restaurant below.

When Natalie and Marc arrived, dill shiv-ering from the bitter night air, the only booth avallable was in
the back corner and partidly hidden by the fireplace's protruding fieldstone side.

"Cosy," Natdie sad as a waitress took their overcoats. Marc exaggerated sumbling through the dim
light, and she sghed. He was not the most romantic man in the world. But she kept slent when he
ordered for both of them, lighted a cigarette and leaned back againg the gleaming leether.

"I'm dways waiting for Aaron Burr to wak in" he said, "looking for a clear shot a Hamil-ton. Or
some plantation owner a-budting in demanding we turn over his runaway dave or be hanged in the
trying."

"Lovdy thought," she said, accepting her sour from the offered tray. She sipped it gratefully. A double,
no ice, and the foam stuck to and sweetened her upper lip. "But what's the matter with Washington?”!

"In a room like this? This" he said with a deep voice and conspiratorid frown, "is the room for
intrigue, my dear, not patriotism or flags flying over Trenton on Chrigmas Day. Aaron Burr, Smon
Legree, or perhaps even Benny Arnold skulking in from black deeds at West Point. We in the know
dways cdl him Benny, you see”

She amiled, sipped again, and findly a-lowed hersdf to rdax. The cowl bunched uncomfortably
agang her back, but she ignored it; a penance for the presumption of the costume, she thought.

"Now," he sad after they'd had their firg drink in easy dlence and had ordered an-other round,
"what's dl this about a threat from our leading money-changer?'

Thetime had been long in coming. It was one thing for her to maintain a solitary existence in a town not



noted for leaving its more notorious ctizenry adone—it was, in fact, rdaivey easy and shed few
com-plaints. The mourning for Ben had ended; less than a year with hm was not the mogst solid
foundation for a lifetime of black and blue shadows under on€'s eyes. She had just wanted to be done,
and her wegpon was the acceptable doofness her widowhood perpetu-ated. However, it was quite
another thing to keep her own counsd in matters that were beginning to indill in her a nebulous dread.
Had she mentioned this to Sam, Miriam, or Elaine, she knew she would have been toler-ated, jollied,
tsked at and patted figurativdy on the head with admonitions to take a vacation, that the books in the
stacks were becoming too red; what she needed was a human—mae—companion to show her the way
back into the red world.

And immediady shed become acquainted with Marc, she had hoped he would brush dl that
nonsense aside and make himsdf avail-able for alittle old-fashioned shoulder crying.

Y et she hesitated under his petient stare.

Suppose, she thought, his shoulder wasn't broad enough?

Then he shifted and lighted a second ciga-rette from the candle. When the waitress glared a him, he
threw her a kiss, blew her a smokering and sat back to wait.

She told him, repeeting the overheard con-versation dmost verbatim, hissng the re-marks Tod had
made while she'd been standing by the staircase. He said nothing, toying with his glass ingtead, usng the
swiz-Zle gtick to spear a the cherry and orange dice. Findly, as she finished, he gave her a andl boy
look of gpology and used a finger to dide out the fruit and pop them into his mouth. His lips puckered
and he sucked in ar sharply.

"My teeth are going to rot," he said, agnding for arefill. "One should never make a sour with Southern
Comfort instead of whiskey—it does decadent things to one's brain.”

It was an effort not to shout a him.

"Heredly sad that?'

She nodded, watched him light ill an-other cigarette. The match's flane added lines to his face, and
the candle in the red chimney reflected its own light in his glasses. As he tilted his head, the flame
centered itdf in the lenses, and she shuddered and pushed the chimney aside.

"Wdl, I'll tdl you, girl, | think our Mr. Tod isavery strange person. Peculiar strange, | mean. And if |
hed the dightest idea what he meant, or what his wife and barracuda daughter meant, 1'd be the firg to
tdl you."

"You don't like Cynthia?"

"Who, me? Just because a couple of months ago, out of the clear blue whatever, she tried to rape me
inthe office, then followed me around like a bitch in heat for three weeks— why should | not like her?’
He frowned then. "I'll never understand that. 1'd only met her once before, a something Dederson was
throwing &t the paper. He introduced us, in fact." He grinned. "Not that | want to make a connection, but
things haven't been the same at the old press since.”

A quick and inexplicable moment of anger was followed indantly by a decison. "Marc, let me tdl you
something e

He nodded, once, Cynthia dready forgotten.

"You remember those papers | was work-ing on when you picked me up tonight?'

"I resent the phrase "picked you up." It implies salacious consent on your part.”

"To know meisto pick me" she said. "Now will you please ligen for a minute?'

He tried alecherous grin and, laughing at her expression, crossed his knees and began tracing patterns
inthe moigture left by his glass on the arm rest.

"BEvary so often, the Council—which is my ultimate collective employer—asks Mrs. Hal about the
books we order. But only every so often. Weve never been told not to buy anything, nor have we ever
been overruled on orders dready a fait accompli. What they ask is which books have been taken out
the most, which ones seem to be a waste of town money.”

"Reasonable” he muttered, not redly interrupting.

"Absolutdy,” she said, "and thanks to the college's compuiter, dl | have to do is request the information
and | get a complete run-through of the frequency of usage for every volume in the library. Once | pass



that on to the Council, | never hear abouit it again. At leadt, | never heard from them before.”

"But then?"'

"But then, last June—no, last May, it was—they wanted to establish a system of prior approval for dl
the books we pur-chased, with the proviso that they could add or delete books of ther own if they
wanted.”

A woman on the far Sde of the fireplace suddenly burst into laughter, too loud to be completely sober.
The booth's back was too high for Natadie to see her, but a moment after the disturbance began she saw
the emaciated shadow of Artemus Hall threading his way solemnly across the floor. A sharp whispered
exchange resulted in a couple griding quickly out, their dignity fatering by the pursuit of the innkeeper's
shadow. It dl happened so quickly, there weren't hdf a dozen ripples to mark the incident's passing.

Nataie shook her head. Sympathy for the embarrassment. Disgust for the forgetfulness that dlowed
people to get drunk. She looked at Marc, watched him tap his swizzle stick lightly againgt the rim of the
ach tray. He cleared histhroat.

"I, uh, can see where this would get you upset, Nat, what with your sovereignty not stepped on
before. But they're dill within their rights, you know. He who holds the purse gtrings and dl that crap.”

"That's not what bothers me" she said. "You see, ever dnce this sysem started, books have been
missing from the stacks. Not the usud and expected losses you get from kids and a few sticky-fingered
cheap-skates. Odd books, books you'd never think somebody would want to sted .

"Like what?"

"Wadl," and she dropped her hands into her 1ap and rubbed one thumb againg the other, "fird of al,
those that usudly go are the current best sdllers, or the reference books that cost a amdl fortune if you
buy them in the store. Now, dmos every Bible in the place has been taken. A couple of Books of
Mormon, a Koran, apair of specidly bound Pentateuchs. All of them gone"

"Rdigiousfanatic," he suggested. "Some-body who hates God?!

She shrugged. "I thought s, at fird. But then there are the nonfictiond inspirationd types, dl of them,
too."

"Athelg, then, who can't even stand the secular rdigions.”

Natalie grinned, and forced hersdf to relax as soon as she redized how diff sheld been holding hersdlf.
Marc was fdlowing directly dong the trall she hersdf had taken when shéd winnowed from the
inventory the lig of solen books. "Then how do you explan Nietzsche, Kant, Spinoza, and a dozen
more like them? Or Darwin, Sagan, even the most modern types of mysteries and science fiction?!

He rubbed a hand over his face, emptied his glass and waved off the waitress when she made a pass
for it. He smoked another cigarette hdfway to the filter before lifting his pdms in surrender. "All right, |
can't make the connection. What do you have?'

"Nothing, redly,” she said truthfully. "Not yet, anyway. But when | asked Mrs. Hal about the thefts,
she nearly hit the calling. It was strange, Marc, redly strange.”

Mrs. Windsor, | thought your duties had been made quite plain to you?

Redly, Mrs. Hdl, | only wanted to tdl you about a Stuaion you should be aware of. These solen
books—

Mrs. Windsor, you are trying my patience. | was led to believe that you were reasonably experienced
in library adminidration. A col-lege graduate, isnt that right? Didn't they teach you about inventory
losses? Don't you know there are children who love—

To sted Spinoza? Come on, Mrs. Hall, redly!

Natdie, Natdie, you're meking too much of a perfectly ordinary Stuation. We have to expect—yes,
evenin a place like Oxrun Station—we have to expect a certain amount of thievery to go on in any given
year. It's even induded in the budget, Natdie, as I'm sure you are well aware of.

But there are so many!

Natdie, | haven't time to argue with you, not time enough to teach you what you should aready know.



Please forget it.

Mrs. Hdl, there's no need to get—

Mrs. Windsor, for the lagt time, I'm asking you to forget this matter. And if it comes down to it, thisis
not your province as defined by your contract. | will take care of it, as dways.

Wouldn't you like some help, though? There's so much to do.

Mrs. Windsor ... Natdie ... | am trying to be pleasant and youre not heping me a bit by pursuing
something that is, frankly, none of your business. You dill have a great ded to learn about the tasks
you're adready supposed to be performing. | do not want you taking on something else. Y our own duties,
Mrs. Windsor, or ...

Or what, Mrs. Hall?

You're alibrarian, Mrs. Windsor ... read between the lines

]

Natdie's face flushed with anger. "Natu-rdly, that didnt stop me. And that's when | found out the
other thing."

"Lord, woman, are you Ellery Queen in drag?’

"Youll never know," she said, knowing there was a blush a her neck in reaction to his saring
admiration. "L ook, let's go back to the library. | want you to see what | was doing, see if you come to
the same conclu-son | did."

"Whichis?'

She waved the query aside brusgquely. "No fair. | don't want to prejudice the witness.”

"Whaever you say, madam detective. The chariot awaits without."

"The way you drive, without gas, mog likdy."

"You," he said, "are akill-joy."

The narrow parking lot behind the library was dimly lighted, a measure that received the srong and
futile disapprova of the gaff in the wake of an energy-saving program initiated the previous spring. It was
reason-able, the Council argued, to suppose that since the library was closed for long stretches at atime,
there was no need to light the parking lot for anybody. Criminds, they added in anticipation of protests,
would get in no matter what. Darkness would force them to be more careful and therefore less likdy to
gmash glass and damage doors.

It was the kind of reasoning thet often made Natalie wish she had taken up stedl work or cod mining.

They decided to use the side entrance rather than cal undue attention to them-selves by going in the
front way. Should a passing patrol see thelight at the desk or in her office window, they would not as a
rule invedtigate because there were few on the force, thanks to Sam, who didnt know her eratic
working hours. She whispered this to Marc while she fumbled with her passkey; then she took a deep
bresth and pulled hm insde.

They were in a narrow corridor that ended abruptly behind them. The floor doped gently upward
toward the front, and they had gone only a few paces before Natdie froze, one hand dutching an
duminum banniger, the other Marc's arm. He started to speak but she placed a hand quickly againg his
mouth and listened.

Slence

Night chill.

An occasiond creak as the afternoon warmth escaped into darkness.

Shefdt hislips brush her ear.

"What?"

She shook her head, redized he couldn't see her and leaned closer. Both hands now clamped his am
tightly. "l think | heard something.”

"Not me. Not athing.”

"I did. I'm sure of it."



Slence again, and the distant sound of a passing truck.

"Vandds?'

"l don't know. Maybe."

"You lead the way. I'll kill mysdf bumping into tables."

He rested hisfingers ligntly againgt her waist as she moved cautioudy up and into the main room. Here
the street lights dis-persed the darkness into a deep winter's dusk, and the shadowed bulk of racks and
cases loomed and threatened. A chair scraped agang a table when her hip struck it. There was a
whispered curse when Marc trod on her hed and sumbled into the wal they were following.

Nataie pulled a the rope a her waist. Grabbed at the tassd and rolled it nervoudy between her
fingers She couldnt rid hersdf of the feding that there was more than just the two of them in the building.
And some-thing dse. A tensgon she knew was outside the fact of her after-hours prowling. She sniffed
once, ingantly sorting out the traces of books, wax, carpeting, the evening itsdlf. Nothing unusud, nothing
exatic. She rubbed pam over wrigt. Pushed the hand up her overszed deeve: the hairs on her am were
brigling.

Stdtic eectricity.

Not from the floor. In the ar. And a closeness that reminded her fledingly of being in a cavern miles
below the surface of the ground.

"The lights" Marc whispered, and she yelped, dapped a hand over her mouth and leaned weskly
agang him. There was then a surging temptation to lash out at him for frightening her, but he had aready
moved away and suddenly she was blinded by a tower of white light in the center of the huge room. The
chanddier glared, dmmed as Marc turned the did, and she rubbed her eyes before rushing to the
countered desk.

Marc darted toward the stacks and began poking into the shadows.

"Forget it," she cdled findly. "Whoever was here is probably gone by now.”

"How can you be sure?!

"They got what they wanted. Look."

As he rushed back, she pointed to the broad counter. There were severd manilafolders scattered and
opened on the white-and-blue formica. Most contained the copies of invoices shuffled hopeesdy out of
order. While Marc leafed through them, she hurried around to the horseshoe's open end and pulled a
key from her purse. The cash drawer seemed undisturbed, but when she pulled it to her the printout and
dl her typing was missng.

She reached behind her and pulled the chair to her knees. She sat heavily. Though she had been sure
something was happening in the system without her knowledge, there had dill been a glimmering hope
that its importance had been exaggerated. The bur-glary, however, emphaticaly denied it.

"Those things you put in before,” Marc said. "Gone, right?'

She looked up into the concern on hisface. A breath, and she nodded.

"l was looking for a pattern, Marc. I'd only been guessng before, but now I'm sure that every time the
Coundl put in an order of its own, the same number of books aways managed to disappear before the
month was up. Every time, Marc. Every time since last June.”

"Now that doesn't make any sense.”

Nataie dapped her hands on the counter and pulled hersdf to her feet. "I know it doesn't make any
sense, Marc. | know it. But the fact remans: I've learned what's going on around here, and now dl the
evidence | had has been solen.”

His startled look lasted only a fraction of a second. "Now, hold on, Nat. You can dways request
another print run, can't you? | mean, dl it would take is a telephone cal on Mon-day, right?'

She considered, and nodded. Reluctantly. "But I'll bet you a week's pay there's sud-denly something
wrong with the system, or the cost of runs has become too expensive and needs Mrs. Hdl's approvd, or
something like that. I'll bet you | can't get another lig like that unless | do it mysdf. By hand.”

"Which would take you ..."

For an answer she gestured dramaticaly toward dl the bookcases and stacks.

"A problem,” he said, and she closed her eyesin weary agreemen.



Tengon returned.

She opened her eyes and was swept by the sensation that she was floaing amlesdy beneeth the
surface of a grey motionless sea, and dl her gestures took minutes instead of seconds to complete. She
tried to count how many drinks she had had tha night. Two or three at the mansion, a least two at the
Inn, and whatever had been in them was not mixing well. She passed a hand over her damp forehead and
looked over the counter, aware that Marc was speaking to her but she was unable to hear or understand
him. She amiled weakly, then laughed at the comicd twigt his lips had taken as they groped for words.
Another laugh when he reached out for her hand and a glaiing red lightning bolt legped painledy
between the tips of her fingers. She floated a hand over the invoices and saw them flutter like birds
disturbed in ther deep. Without warning, her somach wrenched and she grabbed at it, reached out a
hend to brace hersdf againg the desk.

"Marc!" she managed to gasp, and watched hdplesdy as he sprawled over the counter and did dowly
out of gght to the floor. The folders tipped after him. Sowly.

A tear etched into her cheek. She released the counter to wipe it away, swayed and sumbled
backward, spun around and grabbed for the chair. It skittered away. She fdl. Landed on her shoulder,
toppled to her back while the caling whirled above her, the chandeier swinging in time to an inaudible
tune.

Voices, then.

A whispering.

Little children snesking fearfully through a haunted house in the wake of midnight.

Prowlers directing thair energies a a stub-born massve sofe.

A higher pitch, and it was the push of dead leaves dong a deserted sdewak. Scraping. Rudling. A
brittle and londly scratching for purchase.

Shaking her head, Natdie propped hersdf up on her elbows. She gathered her legs under her, tipped
hersdf forward and grabbed at one of the shelves under the counter. Pulled. Knelt. Her arms reached up
and she hauled, was sanding.

"Marc?'

Logt. In a cavern without echoes. Directly beneath the glaring white light, blind to what hovered & its
fringes

"Marc, are you dl right?"

The front doors shattered inward. Her mouth opened for a scream, but there was no sound. Shards of
glass tumbled end over end across the carpeting, tinkled on the tables and racks like wind chimes too
heavy to be musca. She tried to duck away from the knifdike missles, but they struck her merciledy,
blunt nalls that punctured her arms, cheeks, forehead, pdms. Drawing globules of blood that gathered
like red mercury and splashed to the papers on the counter. The stains spread, the pain spread, and ill
the glass rained in from the doors.

And there was no wind.

Fndly, the scream found its way out, and she pressed her bleeding hands to her face to protect her
eyes. Whirling, sumbling over the fdlen chair, soinning to regain her ba-ance and flesing toward the
stacks. She tripped over a writhing pool of magazines and nearly lost consciousness when her hands
struck the floor and drove the glass deeper into her skin.

She was going to bleed to death. She was going to die dowly, under a shroud of drift-ing pink.

Windsound.

A billowing hand of dust that clouded the light, a manic shrieking that ripped over her screams. The
books flew from the shelves like leaves before a storm, thudding off her shoulders, back, driking and
fdling from her head. She rose, ran, tripped over a dictio-nary. Her sandas were torn from her feet and
ingantly glass embedded itsdf in her soles. She threw up her ams to cover her face and the shelves
emptied around her, buried her to her neck, pinned her to the floor.

A spark. A charge. A bolt that multiplied and sucked the air from her lungs

Though she knew it was impossble, she could see a figure sanding in the demolished doorway .
Nether man nor woman, it waited until the turmail had subsided. It approached, a shimmering black



edged in fingers of dec-tric discharge. Clamping her eyes shut, Natalie waited, senang. Something
shoved her head to one Sde, and there was a brief lance of pain by her right temple.
She was deaf, and when she opened her eyes, the severed ear hovered by her mouth.

Darkness, and benesath it a quiescent nau-sea no longer threatening. Natdie breathed deeply severd
times, clenched her fids a her sdes and opened her eyes. The chande-lier had been extinguished, a tiny
gooseneck lamp on the counter a poor imitaion. She was lying next to the chair, and a shadow kndt
beside her, taking up her hands and mutter-ing what sounded like incantations. When it saw her garing, it
reached up and lifted the lamp to the floor.

"Oh, my God, Marc," she said, and sud-denly dapped a hand to the sde of her head. Then she
yanked it away and stared. There were no sounds, no blood, no intimations of either. Despite Marc's
protests, then, she pushed hersdf to a gtting position and twisted around. The floor was clean; the books
were on their shelves, the magazinesin their racks.

"Marc?'

He shifted to st squardly on the floor and began chafing her wrists while seerching her face for sgns of
illness, or hygeria. "One of us" he said, "had better learn what drinks mix with what drinks, and what
drinks one must never ever combine with another. God Almighty, lady, | thought you were going to die
on me, and me with no excuse for being in here except for the invitation of a swizzled librarian.”

Dizziness clouded over her until she low-ered her head to his shoulder. "I don't think . .."

"Whet? What don't you think, lady?'

"I don't think it was the drinks, Marc.”

"What was? Y our passing out?'

She wanted to lift her head again, to scan the lines of his face, touch the corners of his mouth as if this
would serve to clear her mind. Fainting, the nausea, this she could easily reconcile from having too much
on an empty stomach. But she could not find a reason for the dreams, the halucinations. She reached a
hand to his chin and pinched it carefully, feding the cool skin contract and the perceptible stubble of a
beard. He stroked her long hair, bunched it in afis and tugged gently.

"You're a secret drinker, lady. | never would have thought it of you."

“I'm not," she protested. "It ... it took so long."

"What long? A couple of minutes a the most. You keeled over right after that spark thing. You know,
ddtic dectricity in the rug. We touched, you jumped and passed out."

"You didn't see anything? Anything at dl?"

Hislips were close to her ear, and the air from his mouth as he spoke tickled.

"All I saw was you dive bombing to the floor, lady. Y ou nearly cracked your head open on that chair.”

She trembled vidently, and his arm tight-ened. She opened her mouth, and closed it indantly. It would
do no good now to tdl him what sheld seen. He would only say it was the drinks, the excitement of the
party and the theft. He would tdl her in that maddeningly persuasive manner that Vorhees murder had
triggered an unplessant mem-ory, that she was keeping her fears bottled indde and the liquor only served
to break down the barrier. A psychic nightmare, and nothing more,

That'swhat he would tdl her, and she would bdieve himif she listened.

Because he was probably right.

On the countertop she saw an invoice flutter.

"Isthere a door open?’

"Hey, rdax," he said, hdping her to her feet. "Theré's nothing to be afraid of. It was so close in here |
hed to open it to get you some air.”

Immediaidy aware of the chill that crept under her dress, she hugged hersdf.

"Now, | suggest we get you home and into bed. Your head is going to have to answer a lot of
guestions in the morning, you know. | have some remedies I'll tdl you about on the way back."

"But the papers ..."

"Oh." He released her and leaned on the counter, toying with one of the invoices. "Wel, [ guess we
could cdl the cops."



But he sounded doubtful, and Natadie un-derstood. If they cdled the police and re-ported the theft,
they would have to try to explan why the papers were important; and for the time being, they were
nathing more than a puzzing suspicion. She knew there was no crimein replacing lost books, no question
of funds being misappropriated. And the Council would hear about it, and there would go her job.

"Whao?' she suddenly demanded of the library. "Who took them?”

Marc shrugged, then diffened and placed a hand a the smdl of her back. A man was ganding in the
entrance, aflashlight in his hand. Behind him they could see the winking red light atop a patrol car.

"It's only me, officer," she called out, hoping she sounded braver than she fdt. "It's Natdie Windsor. |
just had some check-ing to do. Y ou know how it iswith me”

The patrolman stepped into the library, darting his light into the corners. "Saw the light on, Mrs.
Windsor, and the door open." His voice was flat, not bothering to seem offidd, just skepticd. "Just
thought 1'd check. Orders, you know, since lagt night.”

It was supposed to have been an gpology. Natalie, however, didn't care. Her eyes had developed a
light, persistent stinging, and her arms became heavy and hung limply at her sides.

Sengng her exhaugtion, Marc guided her around the front desk and past the officer into the open air.
He pulled the caftan's cowl into a collar a her neck, waved to the patrolman and took her around to the
park-ing lot.

"Il take you home" he said as he helped her into the car and draped her coat over her shoulders.
"Then, if you don't mind, I'll drive mysdf home. I'll bring this hegp back in the morning.”

"Dont you dare,”" she said. "In the after-noon. | expect to be dead until & least twelve."

As they backed into the street, she sud-denly remembered the lamp on the floor. Nuts, she thought.
Let the fatheads pay.

At the corner she glanced toward the li-brary and saw the patrol car ill at the curb. The policeman
was sanding by the hood, Saring after them.

He was holding the radio mike in his cupped hand.

Chapter 5

BY THE time Natdie had crawled into bed the falowing night, she was ready to bdieve the day had
been some diabalical reincarnation of a Friday the Thirteenth wrenched from the most disma December
on record.

Despite the previous day's golden autumn promise, Sunday morning had retreated abruptly under
cover of a light ran that had gradudly thickened to a windless monoto-nous downpour. She had
awakened past ten, had stayed under the tufted quilt to watch as the world drowned under skittering
droplets on the pane. The dampness, the grey, and an dmost summerlike lasstude kept her from dressing
immediatdy and turned the bed into a cocoon of nearly snful warmth.

Her deep had been dreamless, her head clear when she findly opened her eyes, and it was an
unpleasant moment of disorientation before she remembered Saturday. It was, then, a perverse
Stuation, welcome but somewhat inexplicable. She thought there should have been nightmares to drench
her in sweat, to force her to pace through the empty house in search of respite and com-forting
rationdizations. Or, at the very least, confused and uncertain struggles with an illusory Marc; there should
have been some-thing of an attempt to define the parameters of their relationship, to gauge the intengty of
her fluctuating and mist-covered emotions.

But there had been nothing. Not even a headache in penance for her drinking.

And the rain limited the options of a day's activities.

So she had stayed in bed until noon, punching her pillow, thrashing to locate a comfortable postion
while she tried to make sense out of what was gpparently senseless.

Mrs. Tod and Cynthia arguing: about her? In retrospect, it was very nearly laughable. Why should
they be? Natalie had seen but afew of the dozens of guests at the reception, and any number of women,



induding Mir-iam, could easily have fit the description "wearing a nightgown.” Simple enough. She had
panicked because sheld been eavesdrop-ping; a times, guilt was a remarkable equd-izer. And Tod's
remark was merdy a diginction between his status and hers—the breed-ing, he was tdling her, that
ingant wedlth brings, in a democratic society, the dollar decides the class. And she was, after dl, only an
assigtant librarian.

Thelibrary. That she had aready worked out before she'd even Ieft the building.

And the books. Was it redly that much of a surprise that they were replaced? Did she redly believe
that despite the Director's ex-pertise in the fidd she hersdf was the only one there who knew how to
read the best-sdller ligs? Were there something to the Council's peremptory manner, Adriana would
have informed her. She would have. The fact that she hadn't was nether suspicious nor unkind. It was,
Natalie decided, smply one of those so-called executive decisons that she knew she needed to keep her
in her place.

It was true. Often, she thought hersdf the leader and the saff merdy the rest of the troops. It was a
gpanking, she told hersdf. Nothing but a spanking.

The debates and answers had ended when her shoulders and back started to ache. She sighed and
indulged hersdlf in a thirty-minute shower. The water had been hot enough to pinken the Mediterranean
cast of her skin, and the towe rough enough to make her gasp as she rubbed it briskly over smdl
breasts, fla somach, adolescently dim thighs Dutifully, then, she sat in front of the mirror and brushed
her hair its hundred strokes, leaned on her elbows and mentaly banished the sharp bite of the tweezers
while she plucked her eyebrows and wished the thin look weren't so damned fashionable.

Through breskfast, she'd thought of Marc and the touch of his hand on her arm, the smdl of her back,
the brush of his lips across her ear in the darkened library—and the way he had waited patiently on the
front porch until she was ingde and had switched on the hdl light. The kiss a the door—schoolboy
light—that lingered long after the talllights of her car had vanished around the corner. He had returned
just after sheld finished a tasteless lunch, and stayed only long enough to joke about his hangover and
leave the number of the hotd he would be usngin New Y ork for the next four days.

"Dederson’'s decided he owes me &fter that debacle lagt night," he said. "Seems ther€'s a big-ded
finendd meting in the city this week, and he doesn't trust the wire services. What with dl the money that
floats around the Station, he wants his man on the scene at dl times to give us the draght scoop.” He
grinned and shook his head. "Straight scoop. Another memorable quote from our with-it publisher.”

Sheld folded the paper carefully and dipped it into her bathrobe pocket.

"In case you need a little help in your pursuits” held said, and shed been sur-prised a the
disgppointment in his face when she explained the conclusons sheld come to in bed. "Oh, wdl, | was
kind of hoping we'd have a litle mystery . .." He waved his hand and had turned to the door. "Never
mind. Just keep the number anyway. Just in case.”

When hed |eft, the house became discour-agingly larger, and the room in each of its corners too large
for her to enjoy. Sheld read chapters from severa books, lesfed uninter-estedly through the Sunday
paper, and when the television programs began to put her to deep, sheld surrendered and blackened the
house,

What a waste, she thought as she lay diffly in the darkness.

Therain, having drummed steadily through-out the day, was virtudly slent, and il there was no wind
to shatter it againg the windows. The rain, the day, the books, even her thoughts were dl dull. And the
disap-pointment that she fdt in no longer beng threatened by something sheld been trying to
find—something that obvioudy wasn't there— was a tangible weight on her chest, and kept her awake
long after midnight.

"I know what day itis" she said sharply, tapping afinger angrily againg the Wednes-day sheet on her
desk cadendar. "l am not a cretin, you know."

The middle-aged woman stting primly op-posite her desk drew her thick lips taut and puffed her
overweight frame. She was wear-ing aworn cloth overcoat that hung unflat-teringly to the tops of her tie
shoes, shoes so andl her feet were forced to swel and bulge over the Sides. In every respect porcine,



Natalie thought uncharitably, even to the thin dark moustachelike bristles on her up-per lip.

"Wl you could have at least cdled, Nattie. I've been so worried about you, and you ings on not
answvering your telephone.”

Nataie sghed the cry of amartyr. "Elaine, | have been busy, and tired, and | redly don't know why |
should have to check inwith you every other day."

BHaine Windsor amiled tolerantly. "It's not checking in, dear. Sam and | just care about you, that's dl.
And besides, you weren't too tired to go to the Inn lagt night.”

Last night. The house had become too smdl, too cramped, and without knowing why, she'd driven to
the Chancdlor Inn and sat done in an upgtairs booth. Sheld had a Comfort sour, a few minutes of polite
banter with Artemus Hdll, and a careful ride home feding oddly incomplete,

"I .." And she decided again there had to be parts of her life, and preferably dl of it, that Elane was
not privy to. "What can | do for you, Elane?' she said diffly, making a rude show of checking her watch.
"I have a medting with Mrs. Hal in afew minutes and | don't want to be late.”

Haine fussed with a tissue in her pocket-book, sniffed once and rose. "l just wanted you to know that
if you need any help, we are dways around. We are your friends, Nattie," she said, suddenly leening
over the desk, her eyes dark extensons of the puffi-ness beneath them. "We want to help you."

She hesitated then, and Natalie frowned, curious in spite of her revulson for the woman's prying. She
managed a quick en-couraging amile, and Elane beamed as though ddivered a victory. "l heard you
were mix-ing it up with the biggies last weekend." Her expresson was conspiratoria, and for a mo-ment
Natalie thought dl she wanted was gossip for her friends. Y ou were there with that reporter fdlow from
the Herald, right?’

"My heavens," Natdie said, just barely keeping the bitterness out of her voice, "it seems like I'm the
subject for a documentary or something. Don't tdl me you were fol-lowing me around dl that time,
dear?'

Hainelaughed, and Nataie turned to look out the Sde window.

"Oh, my heavens, no. But | do have my sources, you know." She paused. "l surdy do." Another
moment, and Natdie bit her lips to keep from amiling. "'l just wondered if there might be a little something
gaing on between you two. You know what | mean.”

It was then that she found the key to a portion of the restlessness that had dogged her over the past
few months No, she thought, there was nothing definite between her and Marc, and that, she scowled,
was the trouble!

"Hane" she sad as she came round the desk and ushered her to the door, "l redly do have a
meeting, and | wish you wouldn't worry so much. If anything comes up in the romance line, youll be the
fird to know."

They stood at the gdlery raling and looked down at the main floor. Elane nodded, then squeezed
Natdies hand and left. Miriam, looking up from the desk, puffed her cheeks and tapped a finger to her
temple. Natdie laughed, waved and turned as the Director's door swung open.

"Your company gone, Nataie?'

Adriana Hdl was virtudly the same sze with the same figure as Natdlie, yet her bearing and conscious
cultivetion of her po-stion made her seem tdl, dender, and in every way the matriarch of a going
concern.

"My late husband's sgter-in-law," she said. "She worries about me even though I'm not in the family
anymore.”

"As do we dl, dear, as do we dl." She pulled a amdl watch from her tightly re-strained bosom and
glanced pointedly at it. "I think it's time for our megting. Shal we?' And she stepped aside to dlow
Natdie firg entrance.

The office was a direct and overpowering contrast to her own, and Natdie indantly fdt like a girl
quivering in front of the principa’s desk. Wanut and siver plagues dotted the pale green wals, a scroll
from Harvard prominently centered; a thickly up-holstered chair and matching divan, ova ebony desk
dudioudy littered with letter-heads and envelopes, a cabinet on top of which was a glver sarvice,
decanter and siphon. The window overlooked the smdl park beyond the parking lot, and the light was



diffused a gentle autumn ydlow.

Adriana moved dowly to her char and waved Natdie to the divan. "The others™" she sad to Natdie's
glance a the closed door, "won't be here. | fdt a short upper-level conference was in order, if you don't
mind."

Natalie immediady shook her head and forced her hands to remain resting on her knees rather than
aingingin her lap.

"I didn't bring this up Monday, Natalie, because | thought the timing would be inap-propriate. But |
have a report from the police that you and ... and ..."

"Clayton. Marcus Clayton.”

"Yes, Marcus Clayton. Well, | understand that you and this Mr. Clayton were here rather late this past
Saturday evening.”

The decision to lie was made without thought. "Yes" she said. "We were going for adrive. We passed
the library and | saw a light on and | was sure I'd turned them dl off when | left. | went in with my
passkey and turned it off."

Adriana picked up afountain pen from a stand at the front of the desk and rolled it dowly between her
fingers. "The patrolman who interrupted you—"

"There was nothing to interrupt.”

"—sad the light had been on for some time™"

"S0? We went in the Side door. He couldn't see us through the dark glass, probably. 1'd had alittle too
much to drink, you see, and fdt a bit dizzy. | sat at the front desk for a minute™ She shrugged, smiling as
innocently as she could. "There was, as | said, nothing to interrupt. Surdly you know me better than that,
Mrs. Hdl."

The Director's hestation was just long enough to be infuriating. "I'm sure, Natdie. But | must have
your word that youll not return to the library after hours without caling me fird. The police are nervous
latdy, as you can wel understand.”

"Surething, Mrs. Hall. I'm sorry if | caused you any trouble My God, she thought, do you hear me
taking, Natalie? Do you redly hear this?

"No trouble. None at dl." She reached into a drawer and pulled out a red-tagged folder. "Thisis the
purchase order for De-cember. Please take care of it, will you? | ill have a dreadful head cold, and my
brain refuses to function for more then five min-utes & atime.”

Natalie rose, took the papers and backed toward the door.

"Oh, and one other thing. There's been afoul-up at the college again, I'm afraid. It looks like well have
to do without the services of our computer time for the next few days. Would you remember to give a
cdl to whatshisname long about Friday and see when he can get us back in?'

"Il make anote of it, Mrs. Hal. And why don't you go home and lie down?' She hoped her amile was
solicitous. "The ar around here isn't exactly fresh, you know."

Adriana placed her long fingers to her brow and nodded. "I think you have struck upon the proper
formula, Natalie. Just alittle more here and then I'll go. Will you be locking up tonight?'

"Of course. No problem at dl." She opened the door, paused at the threshold. "And Mrs. Hal, | redly
am sorry about Saturday night. I'l be more careful about the lightsin the future”

The door closed as the Director swiveled her chair around to face out the window, and the quiet
murmuring of the library floor intruded as harshly as a Sren. Pressing the folder againg her chest, Natdie
leaned againg the wal and stared at the bronze chain supporting the chanddier. No computer. No
chance to double-check to seeif she was in fact wondering about nothing at al. The idea that this might
be a coincidence lodged weekly and grew until she was cdmed: This wasn't the firg time the computer
link had been disrupted. But there was dill the inter-ference in her private life First Elaine, and now the
Director. She thought it findly time she stopped venting her anger over the telephone.

The police dationjal took up most of the Chancellor Avenue frontage between Fox Road and Centre
Street. It was a dull marble monument to a long-dead architect who had envisoned law enforcement
encased in a pseudo-Grecian temple. The front desk was manned by a sergeant Natalie had never seen,



but immediately she entered he reached for an intercom and a moment later Sam Windsor came hurrying
down a hdl that angled off to the left. He could have been Ben's twin except for the baldness, the ruddy
jowls, and the excess weight that pressed tightly againg his broad black leather belt.

"Sam, | want to tak to you," Nataie said, her anger stronger, fed by the deliberaidy dow wak from
the library. "Now, if you have the time"

A massve hand hesitated, then clamped loosdy onto her arm. "My office, then," he said, and led her
back to the hdl. He made no attempts at conversation, and she noted instead the people stting on the
wooden benches that lined the freshly painted wals in the corridor. Y oungsters, for the most part, sullen
and trapped between parents glaring at the portraits of the Presidents spaced between office doors. As
they reached Sam'’s, however, she saw one old man stting done. His coat was shredded at the hem, his
face unshaven, and a battered and filthy hat twisted endlesdy in his trembling hands. He glanced up as
they passed and reached out, drew the hand back when Sam glowered. Another drifter, Natdie thought
sadly and wondered why they thought Oxrun Station would be any more charitable than the other towns
aong the highway. This one would be locked up for the night to teach him a lesson, then driven in a
patrol car ten miles north or south and released with a warning. It was a digagteful job Ben had done
severd times, and after each one had threatened to quit.

A man cdled then, and Sam, muttering gpologies, returned to the front to meet a uniformed patrolman
carying a motorcycle hdmet under hisarm. Natdie took a short step toward Sam's office, stopped and
looked back at the drifter. A amdl samile, and sud-denly he was on his feet.

"Miss?'

The voice was low, edged with gravel.

Natdie stepped away from the hand that stretched toward her coat. "I'm sorry,” she said with a
nervous wave, "but | redly don't have any—"

The man flushed a ydlow grin and shook his head. "Money? | don't need it, honest. | just want to
know what they're going to do with me. | didn't do nothing, you know. Slegping in that there park is al."
The brigtled chin dropped toward his chest. "They said | was drunk. Seaing things. Sparkles." He looked
up again and she saw the fant ydlow tinge behind his red-rimmed eyes. "Don't want to go to jal." He
jerked his head toward the others. "Not like them. Don' likejal, you know. Can't get away in jal. Can't
be done."

Natdie fdt ashamedly helpless, wanting to cal out to Sam and at the same time find a word that would
comfort the old man's fears. Instead, she groped behind her, turned the knob on Sam's office door and
dipped quickly indde.

The office was stark compared to Mrs. Hdl's and the clutter here spoke more of Windsor's work
habits than the case load. When he returned a second later, she sat in a stiff-backed chair as he perched
on the edge of the desk, one booted foot swinging amlesdy.

"Don't worry about that old tramp,” he said into the slence. "I heard him shilling you."

"He wasn't asking for money, Sam."

"They never do. They give you the tory of therr lives and hope it's worth more to you than to them.”

"He said something about seeing thingsin the park.”

The foot paused, svung again. "Pink ele-phants. We found him hiding behind a tree with a stick he
was udng for a dub." He laughed quietly and rolled his eyes toward the celing. "I'd just like to know
how they get in here.”

"Wak, obvioudy," she said, dipping the words to rebuke hislack of compassion.

A slence, then, and the sounds of the station drifting. A brief scuffling in the corri-dor. Natalie hoped it
wasn't the old man.

"S0," Sam sad. "You're mad agan.”

"And you'e right again, Sam," she said, one hand a her throat to keep from shout-ing. "What's the
idea of broadcasting my daly schedule dl over town?"

"Now, wait a minute—"

"Shut up,” she snapped, pleased to see shock fighting the fury in his reddened face. "I am thoroughly



gck and tired of dl this. What | do with my evenings, mornings, and in my own bed is none of your
business, Sam Windsor, and | want you to stop it right now! Today! This minuted You promised me
you'd get that patrol off my back—"

"But | did," he protested weskly.

"Maybe so, but your boys on regular duty don't know that. Jesus Chrigt, Sam—"

"Natdiel" It was more than a shout. It was a parade ground command, and she couldn't help leaning
away from its vehe-mence. "Natdie, you know perfectly wel | can't stand that sort of language.”

Puzzled, she shook her head. "Since when? The lagt time we had a fight, you outswore the best of
them, if | recall.’

"That," he said with a piousness that made her blink, "was swearing. Which is not, | shouldn't have to
remind you, the same as blasphemy.”

Oh, my God, she thought, the idiot's gotten religion.

"Ligen," she said, keeping her voice low to make him lean closer, "dl | want is to be Ieft done. No
cops, no cars, nothing specid at al. You treat me like you treat everyone d<e”

"But you're not like everyone ese, Nat."

"What? Youre nuts, Sam. Youre redly nuts Of course I'm just like everyone dse. | have no
privilegesin this town, and | don't want any. And | don't know how | can makeit any clearer to you."

"You don't haveto." He eased off the desk and straightened his black tie. A sudden glint of gold on his
finger made her stare.

"And since when do you belong to alodge? | thought Elaine was death on that sort of thing.”

He blinked uncomprehending until she pointed at his hand. Then he grinned and held the ring out for
her ingpection. She recognized it ingantly. It was an exact copy of the one in the shoe box—a smple
gold band with a pair of ruby chipsin the center; between them was an dmog invishle cut of slver.

"No lodge, s2e?' He withdrew the hand when she reached out for it. "I remembered Ben's, see, and
the other day | just decided | needed a little class. Cops don't ordinarily wear this kind of thing on duty,
you know."

"No kidding. But you must take alat of ribbing.”

He grinned and polished the ring againg his shirt. "A little, but it helps being the Chief."

"Il bet,” she muttered just loud enough for him to hear. "But what about it, Sam? Will you plesse let
mego?'

He spread his hands wide. "Let you go? Since when have | made you a prisoner?”

She stood, but resisted poking a finger a his chest. "You know what | mean, Sam. Just let me go,
okay? | want your word. Now. Please.”

"But Nataie—"

Exasperation closed her eyes, and there was a pounding behind them that made her grimace. "Sam,
because of your so-called guardian angd act, | am in big trouble with my boss. | don't have to tdl you
that | need the money to keep up the house. If | lose this job, Il have to move dsawhere” She lifted her
head and stared up a him. "l don't want to leave, Sam.”

"All right," he said findly, and moved behind the desk as though in need of a barrier. "All right. Just
don't go and do anything foolish.”

"Now wheat in God's name—"

"Natdie!"

Theflush of his cheeks, the narrowing of his eyes forced her back a step. She mum-bled an ingncere
gpology and practicdly ran out of the office. Thisis insane, she thought, leening againg the wall. | never
thought 1'd see the day when Sam Windsor would ex-plode at a little cussng.

The old man on the bench was gone. She looked to where held been stting and saw a smudge of dirt
on the floor. Y our monument, you poor daob, she thought.

And oncein the open, brittle ar she de-cided it wastime for an extravagance to boost her morae. By
the clock on the National Bank on Centre Street, she saw she ill had fifteen minutes left on her lunch
hour. The reminder made her somach rum-ble embarrassingly, but she decided it could wait. First she
hed to get over the meeting with Sam; secondly, she had to spend alittle of her pay check.



A young boy whidled at her. She grinned and startled him by whistling back.

Three sparrows fluttered out of the gutter, "wheded overhead and perched noisly on an avning over
the barber shop.

She checked the windows of a dress shop, notions shop, and findly stepped into the understated
sparseness of one of the severd Centre Street jewdry stores. If nothing ese, she thought as she headed
for thefirg digplay case, the Oxrun rich were wise enough to understand that gems were invest-ments as
wdl as ornaments. It was, in fact, alesson her own father had taught her long before he himsdf had had a
second minor business collgpse into bankruptcy—indirectly, the cause of his desth. His entire estate had
been fashioned into the blue-white facets of four diamonds, dl of which had been sold to sidfy his
creditors and assure her her col-lege education. Like aracid memory, she'd often concluded, the impulse
toward gems more often than not led her to the jewelers instead of the bank; while the checking ac-count
was aways sufficient to cover her needs, her savings book was starving, her safe deposit box heavy.

Asareault, the deder knew her wdl, and often lent sincere and unmocking commiseration when she
hed to sdl adiamond to pay ahill. It was a circle she traveled & least once a month.

"Mrs. Windsor, how good to see you agan.”

Nataie looked up from her musings and held out a hand to Helene Bradford, the wife and portly twin
of the store's owner. "Mrs. Bradford, | need something to cadm me down.”

The grey-haired woman laughed dutifully, a ringless hand bouncing across her sagging breasts. "Wel,
dear, how about a necklace? | have just received some from Amgterdam ..." and she wandered toward
another case. Natdie refused to budge.

"No," shesad. "A ring."

"What kind?' The question was more of a pounce, and Natdie wished she had the temper to play a
game of fussng over diazmonds and settings just to feed the gossip's fire. Sam, however, had effectivdy
defused her.

"Il just look a bit, Mrs. Bradford. Y ou don't have to hang around. | know you're busy.”

Mrs. Bradford stepped immediady out of her matron-servant role and glared at the otherwise empty
shop. "Busy? Ligten, when | get four peoplein here | fed like | should run out and hire some help. Busy!
| should live so long."

Natalie poked gently at a velvet-lined tray in front of her. "Wdl, if you don't mind me saying so, you
sure don't look like you're going out of busness”

Thelaugh was closer to an irritated bark. "It's what they cdl locd trade, Mrs. Wind-sor. The people
from out of town | see in here wouldn't fill the park benchesin ayear.”

"Isit redly dl that bad?"

The dder woman shrugged sadly, and Nat-aie's spending mood evaporated. She sdled for severd
minutes, then promised to return and buy out the inventory.

Mrs. Bradford didn't amile

She walked, then, to the pocket park be-hind the library and sat on a redwood bench. She watched a
squirrd cadge peanuts from three old men gtting opposite her. They clucked, whidled softly, and
undermined the animd's natura fear until it was nipping the snacks directly from their unsteady fingers.

There was a breeze, and she shivered, pulled her coat tightly around her neck and rductantly rose to
return to work. A jay scolded her loudly and she looked up through the remaning leaves, and saw
Adrianain her office window. There was a hifting spot of sun glare that made Natai€e's eyes water, but it
was obvious, nonetheless, that the Director was weatching her.

Nataie waved, and dowly dropped her hand when the gesture was ignored.

Bloody snob, she thought. | hope a witch turns your scotch to milk.

Chapter 6

THE AFTERNOON, then, was a dreary repeti-tion of the mornings tedium and Mrs. Hal's



none-too-subtle interference into her life. Sev-era times, the iron-haired woman made passing references
to ddliances in the stacks and the libray as a seraglio; and when Natdie was on the floor
double-checking inventory or going through the Fine lig with Miriam, she looked up to see the Director
daing down a her from the gdlery. "The crow's nest," the daff caled the overhang, but shed never
before appreciated the double-edged meaning.

The day's saving grace was, as usud, Mir-iam. Just prior to four, she asked if it would be dl right to
take on the night shift duties. "I've got some studying to do for this stupid course in anthropology | got
talked into, Nat," she explained, tugging nervoudy at her hair. "'l can close up and handle the late comers.
Hones."

Surprisingly, her black eyes had brimmed moidly.

"You," Natdie sad, "are adall. | think if I stayed one more hour inthis place I'd stran-gle the old bat.”

Miriam grinned and leaned againg the counter, waiting until a matron left with an amful of children's
books. "I know what you mean," she said in a sage whisper. "Bedieve me, | do. Hey, by the way, did
you have a good time Saturday night?'

The question came in arush, and Natdie looked up sharply & the abrupt change of subject. There was
a hestant suspicion in-gantly dismissed;, sheld dmos succeeded in relegating the night to sdlective
memoary.

"Wl, yes, as amatter of fact | did. It was interesting, to say the least. You sure looked like you were
enjoying yoursdf." Shetried agmilejust this Sde of aleer and laughed aoud when the girl blushed.

"Mrs. Hdl introduced us™ Miriam said shyly. "He is Mr. Tod's nephew, | think. She said he needed
some company his own age.”

"Nice work if you can get it."

"Did you meet Mr. Tod?'

"Sort of." Indeed, she thought. "I think we communicate on different levels, though. Money versus
poverty, that sort of thing."

Miriam nodded understanding. "l like your blouse," she said, reaching out to pull gently at the flowered
callar. "You know, ever snce you started messng around with that Herald guy, you get nakeder and
nakeder."

Too astonished to say anything, she pro-voked a short laugh when she glanced down at hersdf. Her
blouse was, in fact, open far enough to permit a provocative glimpse of winterpae skin, but ... nakeder?
No. Looser would be a better word. Her hands strayed to her hips, her dacks, however, did fit dightly
more snugly, and her skirts were perhaps shorter than she ordinarily wore them. But why not? Was there
alaw that prohibited alittle innocent flaunting in a library? Miriam, she decided, was imagining things.

The girl continued to tease her, snickering until Natdie relented in sdf-defense and let her believe a
trap was being laid for the unsuspecting reporter.

The voice was a shroud from above them, "Ladies, isn't there enough work for you to do?"

They behaved, then, like guilty school girls mumbling under the Director's stare, gig-gling when they
escaped out of Sght in the stacks. And when, ten minutes later, Mrs. Hdl joined them to muiter about
socid improprieties and potentids for gossip, Nat-alie told her she was leaving early and the younger girl
would be taking her place.

"Wdl, | don't know . .. might it not be better ..."

"Mrs Hal, | have a dlitting headache, and there's nothing down here now that has to be done that
Miriam can't do. Bdieve me, itsdl right.”

The Director made a pantomime of con-flict, yielded and turned her shark's grin to Miriam as a gesture
of trust none of them knew was genuine. Then she asked Natdie for the pass key. "Mine has been
misplaced, dear,” she said lamdy. "I'll return it to you in the morning.”

Furious, she yanked the key from its holder and nearly tossed it into Mrs. Hal's out-stretched hand.
Wisdy, Miriam kept slent while Natdie retrieved her coat, said her good-bys and Ieft.



Tomorrow, she promised as she stood out-side the building. Tomorrow will be better. I'l tdl Marc dl
about it, and hell tdl me what | did wrong and why | shouldn't be so angry and why there is no reason on
earth why | shouldn't turn right around and put afig into the old hag's nose.,

A hand went automdticaly to button her coat, stdled, and dropped to her sde. Oddly, the
temperature seemed higher than it had been at lunchtime, and as she watched fog began to turn the night
Ky darless; there were no puffs of wind, no banks of grey ralling in from the empty fidds—only a light
mig settled. The street lamps became hazy with fant blue hdos, and the edges of neon sgns blurred as
though seen under water. The traffic had reversed itsdf and, with severd stores geared to a five-o'clock
closing, the Pike momentarily engaged in a charade of arush hour. The checker players had left, and the
benches were deserted except for a boy and his girl, giggling, tickling, appar-ently reluctant to end the
school day and separate.

She turned, a curse dying on her lips as the glass door hissed shut and Miriam made a mocking face
before running back into the library's shadows. One of these days I'll kill that girl, she thought, and thrust
back the vagrant accusation that the truth was begin-ning to hurt.

A step down, and she hesitated. The fog was thickening rapidly, having dready erased the opposite
gde of the street and trans-formed the traffic into dow-motion cat-creatures prowling behind diffused
torches. It was, suddenly, an unpleasant thought: to return home in the fog, and have only the light in the
kitchen, theliving room, the airwell. The night's warmth took on a paradoxica chill. She thought of the
grave-yard.

Yanking a her collar, feding beads of moisture weighing the fur down over her shoulders, she walked
around the library to Centre Street and headed for the luncheon-ette. A plate of lasagna, a cup or two of
espresso, and she would be able to face the dark street, and the hurricane fence.

The luncheonette was only a the next corner, but Natdlie crossed the street before reeching it. A
patrol car had sped past, drawing her eyes to Bradford's jewdry store. A connection was made, and
curiogty made her act.

She stood under the mansard roof's over-hang. The store was empty. When she en-tered, the warning
chime sounded solemnly hollow. Severd of the display cases were dready covered in black vevet for
the night, but now she had a purpose in her search, and she was impatient for Mrs. Bradford to pop out
of her rabbit hole in the back. When she did, however, she was wearing a plagtic raincoat and fusing
with the folds of a collapsible hat.

"Mrs. Windsor!"

Natalie shrugged an gpology. "I didn't know you were closing, Mrs. Bradford.”

"I didn't ether,” she said, sourly, budling around the case and, without appearing to be rude, herding
her back toward the door, "but my husband cdled to remind me we have a dinner party to atend
tonight. There are some customers one doesn't dare to ignore, I'm afraid.”

"Oh, that's okay. | just wanted to ask you something.”

Mrs. Bradford stopped her maneuvering and rummeaged in her handbag. "Stupid keys" she muttered.
"Wl, go ahead, my dear, be my guest.”

"My brother ... rather, Chief Windsor. | was talking to him this afternoon, and he sad ... he said he
bought aring from you recently."

"He did?" She added a frown to her wrinkles, then shook her head.

"A gold ring?" Natdie prompted. "Two ruby chips with a slver inset between them? It's not a common
design, | think."

"No," Mrs. Bradford said. "I'm sorry, Mrs. Windsor, but | redly don't think the Chief purchased it
from us. It sounds specidly made, and we try not to handle accounts like that. They cost too much.”

Natdie would have protested her lie fur-ther, but she found hersdf out on the sde-wak again, saring
dumbly while the jewder's wife extinguished the lights and set the darms. She waved, then, a the
woman's departing back, and recrossed the Street to enter the luncheonette.

It was afive minute wait before she could get a booth to hersdlf, not wanting to spend time on a stool
at the counter, and ancther five before a harried waitress was able to take her order. Between times, she



wondered how she'd managed to come up with such alie, and why Mrs. Bradford's answer dis-pleased
her. There were, after dl, hdf a dozen other stores dong the street he could have been to.

Dumb, she told hersdlf, and passed dl thought into limbo while she ate and watched the customers dip
inout of the fog, clean ther plates, empty their cups, joke with the counterman and take their exits at the
sound of the register. More hungry than she red-ized, she ordered a second helping of the overspiced
pasta and, when sheld done, held the espresso cup to her lips and sipped as dowly as she could.

You're dgdling, Nataie Windsor.

The luncheonette emptied. The fluorescent lights embedded in the calling took on a softer glow that
reflected off the fog that had completdly washed out the view from the store's long front window. Like
characters in a shadow play, pedestrians dipped past with shoulders hunched and hats pulled low over
faces. Couples huddled as though for warmth. Ancther patrol car ghosted by, identified only by its blue
flashing lights

You are ddling, Nataie Windsor.

She was gtting againg the back wadl, patidly concealed by a rack of paperbacks running heavily to
romances and Westerns. Occasondly, a customer would paw lig-lesdy through them with scarcely a
glance in her direction. Less frequently, the waitress would remember where she was and, with-out
waking dl the way back, raise an eye-brow, moving only when Natdie lifted an empty cup. Saling,
maybe, but enjoying the show, feding the library and Mrs. Hdl's accusations shatter to dust. She was
feding relaxed.

And anxious.

For Marc.

One more day, she thought, then blinked away a daydream when Smon Bains took a sedat a the
counter and ordered a dice of pie and a cup of coffee. The waitress, poking suddenly at her unkempt
har and pulling & her apron, was obvioudy surprised to see the banker so long after hours. Her lips
moved, and though Natalie could not hear the ques-tion, the answer was clear enough. Bains was angry,
and disgusted.

"Directors mesting tonight,” he snapped, and drank his coffee as though it were a double shot of
scotch. He reached into his raincoat and pulled out a handkerchief to dab a his lips. "It's a lousy
business, you know. You work late when you don't want to, and it's too blasted late to go home for a
decent med without you having to rush to get back. So here | have to day. Blas! You ever have a
Directors meding?'

Agan the waitresss voice was too low to hear, and Bainss added comment was muf-fled by the
action of the handkerchief.

Natdie surveyed the imported coat, the handmade shoes, the careful lay of Bainss long black harr.
She shook her head. You live a hard life, Smon old crock, she thought.

She was congdering cdling out a greeting when, pursuing his anger, Bans dipped into his trouser
pocket to scoop out a figful of change which he dapped on the counter. There was a space of severd
seconds, then, when the tableau froze: the waitress quickly totding the money with her eyes, Bainsin the
act of riang; Nataie garing at hishand; the light catching and darring the ruby
chips on the ring he was wearing.

* * *

A single peculiar ring was not to be ques-tioned. It was. It exigted. In the shoe box in the den. Two,
and because it was Sam's, was odd but not worrisome. Three, however, trans-formed that oddity into
the commonplace, and there was nothing common about the design of that ring.

Rductantly, she shuffled through memo-ries, searching for the firg time sheld seen Ben's ring. The
moment eluded her, more as she searched and findly she told hersdf to Iet it go, that it would come
eventudly.

And as she paid her hill and buttoned her codt, it did.

Ben had been part of an escort at some forgotten merchant's funerd. Supposedly, it had been his day



off, one of two before he moved to the night shift, and he'd spent most of the morning polishing his brass
and turning his boots into blackly embossed mir-rors. A cdl had come—and held dashed out into the
rain. When he returned, he was wearing the ring, shegpishly admitting he'd hoped it would add something
to hisimage. She'd teased him so much held only worn it a couple of times afterward. At least, shed
aways believed it was a result of her teasing.

She stepped into the fog, blinking at the dampness, frowning at the temperature that had twisted back
on itsdf again.

The collar pushed into her face as she walked. There was 4ill a light in the library, and she was
tempted to drop in on Miriam to help her pass the time. Tempted, but only that, and she quickened her
steps toward home. If it hadn't been for Bains, she would have succumbed, but she knew the girl's bright
chatter would have only aggravated an irrationd disquiet. A truck startled her by blaring through the fog,
and she was briefly reminded of alocomotive barrding through midnight across an open fidd, blaging its
horn a a crossing deserted by everything except the stars.

At Fox Road she paused before attempting to cross the Pike. She fdt as though she were floating. The
bulbs of the street lights were disembodied. Her breathing was amplified. Water dripped dowly into the
gutter from an invisble tree.

She was hdfway over when she froze.

A grumbling. Pitched too high to be a truck, not high enough for an automobile. In the road's dark
idand center the fog was a dammy dusing on her cheeks, but thick enough to prevent headlights
penetration. She ran, sensed the curb and dowed, nearly sumbling when her shoes did in the guitter.

Suddenly, she was blinded. Headlights ex-ploded. She threw an arm over her eyes, whipped it down
when she redlized the vehide was swerving. She had time enough to think a drunk! before uttering a
short gasping scream. She spun blindly on the sdewalk, as the headlights pulled the grum-bling behind
them, bounced when they struck the curb and canted wildy as the vehide raced toward the center of
town. There were no tallights

"I don't believeit," she said, stepped back and sumbled into a hedge. "I don't bdieveit."

She trembled and, heedless of the pricks the shrub inflicted on her pams, grabbed at the hedge to
seady hersdf. The sngle light between the corner and her house winked once, and she pushed away,
afrad to run and too shaken to walk at a normd pace.

"He had to be drunk,” she said aoud, neading the sound to smother the sharp crack of her heds on
the sdewak. "Nobody runs that fast on anight like this. Nobody! Stupid drunk ought to be locked up.”
She laughed when she remembered her demand that the police leave her done; where were they when
she needed them? "What an id-iot!" and she wasn't sure whether she was taking about hersdf or the
driver.

By the time she reached the house, her teeth had stopped their chaitering, her stom-ach findly
suppressed the lurching that car-ried a hint of acid to her mouth. With one hand tight to her chest she
climbed the porch steps and pulled her pursein front of her to hunt for her keys.

"How do | get so much junk ..."

Her fingers touched metd, logt it, and she cursed loudly and turned to glare at the invisble street. The
Street light winked again, and went out. There was nothing Ieft: the fog covered it dl from the Pike to the
fence, and for the firg time in months she fdt hersdf wishing for neighbors, anyone to have a light on in
one of the other five houses on the block.

She shifted her waight as her hands dipped into the purse again, and the floorboard benegth her
creaked loudly, seemed to echo. She sighed in rdlief when the key ring dipped over her finger, amiled to
hersdf as she tested each key, hoping to find by fed done the one she needed so she wouldn't have to
run through them dl before escaping insde.

"Come on," she muttered impatiently. "Come on, you stupid little ..." She scraped one key after
another over the lock, trying to remember where sheld accumulated so many, and why. "Come on!"

Her face was doubly moist now, perspira-tion adding its stickiness to the fog's resdue. She wiped a
deeve roughly over her lips, her brow, and bent to try one more time.

Then she hesitated, and looked back over her shoulder.



There was something moving in the grass. Lightly, too light for a footfadl. An animd. Without knowing
why, she covered the key with her fingers easang it dowly into place, feding each sarration dide into its
position. The anima—cat? dog? her imagination re-fused to speculate further—brushed by the forsythia
a the base of the porch. Moving cautioudy, not merdy wandering.

For no reason at dl, Natalie knew it was gaking.

When she heard the padding reach the bottom step, she jammed the key home, wrenching it over and
shoved open the door, throwing hersdf indgde and damming it closed behind her. She cried out, then,
when a heavy weight thumped againg the outside, as though something had been thrown after her.

The house was cold.

She fdt the flagstones dampness seep through her shoes as she backed dowly away from the door.
With lights neither insde nor out, she could see no shadows through the frosted glass, but whatever had
legped after her was large enough to cause the porch to protest under its back and forth pacing. It made
no attempts to be glent. Asthough it sensed she was done. Another thump againg the thick wood, and
she backed another step toward the sairwell. Her purse dropped to the floor, and the jarring clatter of
keys seemed to dert the thing on the porch. It threw itsdf a third time againg the house, followed with a
frenzied scratching at the base of the door.

And as suddenly asit arrived, it was gone.

Natdie listened, heard nathing but the sound of her own bregath's ragping. Sowly, she moved forward
and pressed againd the door, tried to wipe some darity into the glass, but could see nothing but black.

A conflict, then: her eyes demanded light, and her nerves as wedl, but her hands refused to  move
toward a switch. A lignt would admit to whatever had chased her that she was dill ingde. A light
would throw shadows.

But it was cold, and she needed some warmth.

Scratching. She whirled around. The back door—surdly it was locked. It was aways |ocked.

Thefrench doors at the head of the dairs. The scratching thundered around the stair-well, converged
and deafened her. She sum-bled forward, shedding her coat unconscioudy, crawling on hands and
knees to the second floor. And as she tested the lock and found it engaged, she heard a scrabbling on
the deck and muffled a scream with her hands. Beyond the white curtains, through the clear glass, there
was night. And a darker shape. She knew it was impossible for her to be seeing it. There was no moon,
no stars, and the fog had blanketed the dtreet lights Yet it was there, unmidakably: a shadow cast
agang the air. The texture of the curtains prevented her from didinguishing Sze and shape accurately;
sensations, only, of afdine crea-ture whose eyes would have reflected crim-son if theréd been any light.

It did nothing. Waited. Crouched.

Sill braced on knees and pdms, Natdie fdt her elbows begin to tremble. She wanted to ease back
onto her hedls, but a move would betray her and the doors were glass.

Wait, she ordered, and stared at the dark-ness until lights began to swirl across her vison in brilliant
gold nebulae. She lowered her lids, held them tight to a count of ten. The spinning vanished, but in its
place a throbbing that worked like a tide from the base of her neck to the top of her skull. Her har
became weighted, and a draft from the storage room to her right wafted vagrant strands againgt her
cheeks, her nose, tickled at her lips. She locked her elbows to sill the quivering and fdt the perspiration
on her pams, the sudden diffness of the carpeting ginging her skin.

Crouched. Waiting. A jungle cat, she thought, deciding if it was hungry.

Hold it, Sam! | think | saw something ... | just got aglimpse.... it ... cat ... bigthing ... it looks .
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The house became vocd, the night noises sheld taken for granted billowing until they screamed.

The furnace dicking on in the basement, a muffled roaring that vibrated through the floors the
refrigerator whining dhilly to drown the maddeningly steady buzzing of the kitchen clock; the notch by
notch dick-ing of the bedroom's clock radio; the age of the house itsdf groaning under the weght of the
fog—the roof shifting, porches pulling into themsdves, the crindline rugtling of curtains, paper crackling of
shades.

And through it all, dl of it meking her duck her head into her chest, aringing.

My God, she thought suddenly, 1've moved!

She raised her head and looked toward the doors. The creature, the presence, had van-ished, and
there was nathing now but unre-lieved blackness.

And the ringing of the telephone.

Her firg indination was to collapse, to draw knees and elbows into her chest and huddle againgt the
malevolence that contin-ued to infect the atmosphere. But the tele-phone was drident, unrdenting;
whoever it was wouldn't surrender until she answered.

Cramps threatened to tear at her legs as she pushed hersdlf to her feet and sumbled blindly around the
banniger into the bed-room, snatching at the air until her hands met the receiver on her night table. The
indrument fdl, bounced on the floor, and she could hear the tinny sound of a voice queruloudy
demanding. Sumping to her knees, she pressed the cold pladtic to her ear.

"Nattie, isthat you? Nattie, do you hear me? Are you dl right, Nattie? Nattie, can you hear me?"

Elanes voice was curioudy flat, the ques-tions dmaost perfunctory.

"My God, Elane, thank God it's you."

There was a dlence, prolonged until Nataie wondered if sheld been hearing things. But there was no
did tone.

"Hane? Elaine, that isyou, isn't it?'

"Nattie, Nattie, why didn't you answer the telephone? Were you in the shower or some-thing? Are you
dl rignt?'

Nataie hesitated only a moment. "I'm fine, Elaine. I'm sorry, but yes, | wasin the shower."

"But why were you ... | mean, it sounds like you're crying or something. Are you sure you're dl right?'

"Yes" she sad firmly. "I'm fine. | was daydreaming and the phone dartled me. | think,” and she
laughed weekly, "I scared mysdf. It's that kind of night.”

Another dlence, and she couldn't under-stand why the woman was behaving so oddly. And she's nat,
she told hersdf ingantly; it's you, idiot. You're not hearing Sraight after ... after ...

"It is that kind of night," Elane sad findly. "That's why | cadled. | thought maybe youd like some
company. Sam said there isn't anything moving anywhere, and he was worried about you. He thought
maybe you'd like to come over to see usfor awhile Watch some televison or something, okay?"

It was too much. After dl that happened dready, what she definitdy did not need now was Elaines
mockery of pity sailling into her house. She was right to lie; if she'd explained what had happened, they'd
begin again the nonsense about the psychiatrist.

"No," she said when the offer was re-peated. "No, it's okay, Elane. | was reading some book in the
library today, one of those Gothic things, and the fog just touched on my overdrive imagingion.”

"Widl, if you're sure ..."

"I'm sure, but thanks for cdling. It's nice to know someone's out there, if you know what | meen.”

"Oh, | do, Nattie, | do. Wdl ... if you're sure, dear, then I'd better ring off. Sam will be home soon,
and you know how he is if there isnt a snack waiting for im as soon as he waks in the door."” She
laughed dhilly, in staccato bursts. "Biggest eater in the coun-try, | swear to heaven.”

Natdie agreed, but was rductant to let Elane hang up. She asked, then, about her day and



immediatdy tuned out the re-sponse while she eased onto the bed and switched on the light. The room
grew, the bulb under the white shade seemed more fire then filament, and for the fird time since shed |eft
the luncheonette, she fdt her lungs working normaly.

"Whereis Sam?" she asked suddenly, unaware that she was interrupting.

"Oh, out," Elane said. "You know how men are, dear. They decide to meet with the boys and run a
few hands of poker or whatever it is they play when we girls arent around.” She laughed again, and
Nataie hdd the receiver away from her ear until it died down. "Ben, the poor dear, he never won
anything according to Sam. Could never concentrate, Sam says"

"Sam does alot of taking.”

"What was that?'

"Jud a joke, Elane Wdl, look, | don't want you to get into trouble on my account. You get Sam's
snacks together and maybe I'll cdl you tomorrow.”

"All right, Nattie. Are you sure you're dl right, now?'

"Sure. Right as rain. Thanks for cdling, Elaine”

When the voice clicked into adid tone, she replaced the receiver and hugged hersdf. The menace, she
was pogitive, was gone, but she sat on the bed for nearly an hour before fetching a cardigan from the
closet and returning downdtairs. She picked up her coat, dusted it off and folded it over a chair in the
living room. Then, methodicdly, she turned on dl the lightsin the house.

It was gone, she reminded hersdlf, but the glow would keep out the fog while she gave hersdf a chance
to think. And in thinking, wandered, touching furniture, panding, pic-tures on the wals until she found
hersdf ganding in the slence of the den.

The shoe box was dill on the table where she and Marc had It it.

Staring. Doubts that resolved themsdlvesinto a bdief of a definite connection among the men wearing
Ben's ring. Carefully, she lifted the lid, pushed aside the mementos most of which she could no longer
place, and extracted the gold band.

How extraordinarily ordinary, she thought as she hdd it under the desk lamp. No inscriptions, no
markings of any kind except for the gems and the slver. It wasn't even handsome. Not handsome, or
smart, or even fashionable, especidly for a smdl-town po-liceman. Was it redly possble that he and
Sam and banker Bains were members of some secret men's club? She grinned ab-sently; who the hdl
knows? She'd never found it easy to understand the complexity that made men as labyrinthian as they
clamed women to be.

She sat in the aamchair and placed the ring on her fingers, amiled at the Sze, even bigger than her
thumb. She tossed it into the air, caught it and tossed again. She stared a the empty bookcases,
narrowing her eyesin an attempt to bring into focus something that nagged at the fringes of her vison.

Then she shook her head and closed a fig over the ring. Out of gght and dl that, she thought, and
shifted her puzzlement to the staking creature.

A combination of fog and reection to the drunken driver had in dl probability seng-tized her
imegination until she'd created an actuad menace.

She hdd that thought as she replaced the ring, closed up the den and went into the kitchen for a cup of
tea

A glance a the clock. It was dready past nine.

"Confound it, Natalie, you've wasted the whole evening being chased by ghogs.”

The next day Marc would be back from the city. She would tdl him everything and fed like asmdl gl
frightened by a grandmoth-er's Haloween story as he carefully, thought-fully, explained to her what shed
dready known.

The next day.

Marc.

The telephone rang.

And when she answered it, heard the voice, heard the message, she dumped to the floor in a whirlpool
of black.



Chapter 7

THE BED was her own. The quilt was tucked lightly againgt her sides, the pillow giffly cool with a fresh
shesth of linen. Without opening her eyes, she sensed company in the room, but kept her head il until it
stopped

playing a carousdl. And when it did, seconds later, she gasped at the memory of the cdl. "Nadie?'
Quietly, asin a hospitd, overlaid with fear and a concern rooted deeper than worry. Hands pressed her
shoulders, and she fdt the bed give beneath her. A kiss fluttered againgt her cheek. And 4ill, her eyes
remained closed.

]

Nataie?

Yes, isthat you Sam? | was judt taking to Elane.

Natalie, | thought you were working tonight.

| was going to, but Adriana gave me a pan in the neck, as wdl as in other portions of my
undernourished anatomy. | begged off the late hours and Miriam Burke volunteered to take my place.
She said she had some sudying. She's teking a college course, you know.

| thought you were working late.

| just told you, Sam.

W, you're damned lucky, Natdie.

Sam, such language! | thought—what do you mean, I'm lucky? What's wrong, Sam? What's
happened?

There was alignt onin the library after hours. One of my men stopped by, thinking maybe it was you
spending our money again. The door was smashed open.

Oh, God, Sam!

There was glass dl over the place. He found Miriam behind the front desk.

Oh, my God.

All cut up, she was.

Oh, Sam, the poor little—



It could have been you, Natdie. Y ou were supposed to be there tonight, not her.
]

The voice was loud, clear, as though she were ligening to a tape recorder.
[x]

It could have been you, Natdie. Y ou were supposed to be there tonight, not her.
<]

"Nat, are you okay?

She opened her eyes and turned her head. A chair from the other bedroom had been placed by her
gde. A figure made dark by the position of the lamp leaned toward her and she cringed until she saw the
hand on her shoulder. Then she sat up and reached out her ams.

Marc hdd her, then, and rocked dowly, crooning wordlesdy into her ear, stroking her hair and pulling
it back from her face. He stroked her cheek, her neck, drew the hand back and it brushed over the tip of
her breast. She shuddered and sought a resting place on his chest. She licked her lips and tasted
encrusted sdt. Unconscious but crying, and the skin was Hiff between eyes and chin.

"Nat?'

He eased her away but didn't release her ams.

"Miriam," she said, and he dropped a finger to her lips, seding them. Then he looked over the bed,
and she turned to see Elaine hovering by the bureau, fussng with the toiletries scattered haphazardly on
the top. When she saw Natdie aring at her, she drew her hands primly to her somach and the look of
disapprova was too plain to be ignored, too comicd to let pass without a laugh.

"Hydericd," Elane said. "'l told you we should have gotten a doctor.”

"Nonsense" Marc said, equaly annoyed. "All she needs is some rest. After what you told me about
tonight, it's amdl wonder she fainted. News like that isn't the easest in the world to take without some
warning, you know."

They spoke in whispers, arguing, and Nat-die redized they were maneuvering for terri-toria rights
and it was pleasant for awhile ligening to Marc establishing his dam with-out asking for her support. But
the sniping and whining became tedious, and she stopped it with a fresh outburst of crying that ceased
only when Elane Ift to fetch her a glass of water.

Marc sat back, then, leaving one hand to grip both of hers. He looked tired, blue-black pouches
under his eyes complemented unkindly the sag of his shoulders, the un-kempt thatch of his hair.

"You gave me a start, librarian," he said.

"Oh, my God, Marc, what am | going to do?'

He frowned, but she forestdled an expla-nation when Elaine returned with the water. Graeful for the
cool liquid, she drained the glass and asked for another, grinning a the she-needs-me-not-you glare
Bane shot a Marc as she left.

"Can you stay?" she whispered.

"Asyou want," he said unhestaiingly. "But what about her?'

Natdie coughed over another spasm of laughter. "Dont let it bother you. Shell love every dirty minute
of it."

"Are you promisng something, or what?"

"Or what," she said, and dlowed him to ease her back onto her pillow. Elane re-turned and was
miffed when the offered glass was refused.



"l ill think a doctor—"

"No, Elane" she said wearily. "l just want to rest aminute”

She scowled and took a position on the other side of the bed, sraightening the quilt and turning back
its stin edge neatly. "Il wait up until you fdl adeep. I'm sure Mr. Clayton has to go to work in the
morning.”

"Who, me?' Marc shook a cigarette from a battered pack and lighted it. "My boss thinks I've done
enough work for one week." He looked at Elaine and smiled innocently. "I have the rest of the time off.
Been to the city, you know. Big doings down there."

"I canimaging" Elaine sniffed. "Wdl, perhaps | can get us a cup of coffee.”

"No, thanks," Natdie said. "I'm redly not in the mood. Why don't you get back to Sam? He mug be
tired from hisnight out.”

"Night out?' Elaine seemed puzzled, then widened her eyes. "Oh, yes, tha. No, not redly. Just a
friendly card game, | told you. | have dl the time in the world. What with this ... thing interrupting him, |
don't know when hell be back. And redly, Nattie, you shouldn't be staying up so late. Not if you expect
to go to work tomorrow."

Natalie was spared a comment when the phone rang and Elaine rushed to grab it from the nightstand.
Then she placed a hand over the recaiver. "It's Sam.” Natalie shook her head.

"She can't tak to you now, Sammy. No, she'sfine Just a shock to hear about poor little Miriam. No,
she can't talk to you now. Can't it wait until morning? Why don't you go out and hunt up some clues or
some-thing? Yes, I'll be here for awhile No. No. Well, if you ingg, Sam, I'm sure shelll be dl right. Mr.
Clayton is here with her. That's right, the reporter. | know, Sam, | know. I'll be right home. Right away."

She hung up and turned to Nataie, point-edly ignoring Marc's raised eyebrows. "That was Sam. He
says he needs me home for something.” She plumped at her sagging chest and reached for the coat
thrown at the foot of the bed. "I'm glad | could help, Nattie dear. Il cal you tomorrow to see how
you're doing. Maybe you should take time off until you recover. When was the lagt time you had a
vacation, anyway?'

"Thanks, Elane" Natdie said, her voice acting as hands to push her toward the door. "I appreciate
your coming over. I'll cal you, okay? And tdl Sam ..." She shook her head. "Never mind. I'll bein touch,
okay?"

It was dearly not dl right, but Elaine had apparently been given her orders over the phone, and she
huffed out with as much dignity as remained to her. The house was slent urtil the front door dammed.

Immediately, Natdie threw back the quilt and sat up. Marc stared, and she was con-fused until she
looked down and saw her blouse opened to the waist. Flustered, then irked at his schoolboy leer, she
stood and worked at the buttons.

"What's the matter? You never saw a

woman undressed before?' Depends on the woman you want to see undressed,” he said, risng and
falowing her out of the room and around to the french doors. "Now suppose you tdl me what you
meant by the cat on the roof?"

Nataie turned with one hand on the ban-nister. "When did | say that?"

"While you were unconscious. Come on, Nat, something else happened here besides the news about
Miriam. What was it?"

"Why are you home?' she countered. ™Y ou weren't supposed to be back until tomorrow.”

"You answer my question, I'll answer yours."

"No," she said, feigning a pout and Stting on the top step. "You fird, me second. | have a feding mine
isgoing to take quite a bit longer.”

Hed been, he said, thoroughly bored with the entire week. All hed done was st in on charcod
pindripes bantering and bating about the state of the economy. Toa was present in his capacity as a
multimillionaire with various important invesments world-wide. But what the entire series of mestings
boiled down to was a generd gripe session, a demand for a change of adminigtration in Washington, and



a wondering doud how Tod managed to keep his cdm and his head above water; the Oxrun
representative was gpparently an exception to afinandd rule.

"He's a duck, | can tdl you," said Marc. "Never said a word the entire time | sat in—purely as an
observer, you understand. He just nodded when someone looked at him, frowned when everyone dse
did, and acted as though he was the most bored man on earth, next to me. For the life of me, | can't
understand why Dederson wanted me down there. What a bloody waste it wadl"

"So you came back."

He smiled crookedly. "I came back. De-cided to pay you avist and found Elaine a the door. And
then we found you.”

"Nice of you to come."

"I dmog didn't. Drove past the Station three times in fact, the fog was so thick. And you know
something? When | findly made the right turn, | remembered | had trouble like that twice before, after
Tod's party. Curious" He waved away the observation with an abortive try a a smoke ring. "Musgt be
Freudian. | don't likeit here, my mind tels me to miss the turn-offs, and when my id reminds me | can't
go anywhere else the way the economy is, | suddenly find the way in. Psychology One. Amherdt. Brilliant
stu-dent, | might add.”

Nataie rested her chin on her pdm, her dbow braced on a knee. Elane had turned off the lights
downdairs, and only the bulb over their heads illuminated the foyer.

"l guess | played the cavdier tonight, didn't I?* he added oftly.

She assured him he did and, after shifting to lie on her back and stare a the cdling, she told him
everything she could remember of the day.

"And it's odd, because Sam was wrong. | wasn't supposed to be at the library tonight. | cleared it with
Mrs. Hdl at least an hour before the day shift ended. At least an hour."

"Noted," he said, and stretched out beside her. He let a hand settle onto her ssomach, hesitated until it
was gpparent she wasn't going to move it. Then he began a drding motion that made her fed at once
tense and loose. Muscles rippled under his touch, and there was a curious aching in her breasts and
thighs. She told hersdf she didn't need 9gn posts to show her where she was head-ing, but neither, oddly
, did she want to go there just yet. Not tonight. At least, not now.

"Marc," and her hand rested atop his "Marc, | want to look outsde."

"For the cat-thing, or whatever? | don't blame you,” he said, shgpping to his feet and pulling her after
him. "Bt fird, there's alittle matter of some temptation,” and before she could stop him, he reached over
and fastened the center button, one sheld forgot-ten. Then his face clouded sorrowfully. "A hundred
years from now I'll never believe | did that."

Thefog had not lifted, but the temperature had returned to October normd. They started at the back,
Marc carrying aflashlight whose broad beam essly turned the deven o'clock darkness into a semblance
of dusk. But there was nothing they could see that served as evidence of a dimbing. Moisture dung to
the pillars under the deck in beaded clugters, and though they nearly touched noses to the wood, they
found no scratch marks, no scrapes. Around the side of the house, then, inches a a time while the white
light swept carefully over the fog-laden grass. Again there was nothing, ether on the lavn or dongside
the house where grass gave way to bare earth around the shrubs. By the time they arrived back a the
front door, Nataie was ready to scream, so positive had she become that her mind had not been playing
her tricks.

On the porch, she shook her collar and squealed when moisture whipped across her face and down
her neck. Then she kndt and directed the light at the front door.

"Nothing."

Marc moved beside her. "Y ou're right again, lady. Nothing at dl.”

He took her elbow, waiting until she decided the direction: to the raling, where she stood watching as
the flashlight beam was devoured by the fog. "It's cold,” he said, but she ignored hm and he settled by
leening againg the post. A moment later, the street light blinked on, an indant risng of a blue-white sun



curtained by athin, shifting cloud.

A dog barked severd blocks away; a patrol car wailed down the Pike toward Manland Road. The
fog seemed to 9gh as though wearying of carrying its own load, and it began to drizzle The houses
across the street reflected the Street light in shades of grey againgt gleaming black.

Hndly, she swallowed and tucked the col-lar closer to her chin.

"I know it now, Marc. | know it as sure as we're ganding here, and | don't know why."

A match flared, cregting shadows on his face, then dimmed to a pulsng orange ember that traced
golden arcs from mouth to sde to mouth again.

"I've been trying to reason out dl that's happened, thinking there redly can't be a connection between
me and what's going on with the others. | even convinced mysdf that | was drunk that night in the library.
But | wasn't, Marc. | wasn't drunk. Y ou've seen me drink more than | had then. Was | drunk? Was 1?7

There was, gratefully, no answer.

"Marc, either someone's trying to drive me nuts—to drive me into a padded cdl for the rest of my
life—or someone's trying to kill me. I know it, but | can't prove it, thet that truck ddiberately tried to run
me down; | know, even though you saw there were no tracks, that something was out here tonight trying
to break into the house, to tear me gpart like ... Ben ... like Vorhees."

"And Miriam," he said, without commit-ment.

"And Miriam. Oh, my God, poor Miriam! All she wanted to do was study for some stupid course of
hers. She wanted to be a universty librarian, you know, so she could meet a professor and go to teas
and fight palitics with the other wives. Can you imag-ine it? Fighting palitics with the other wives" She
gulped ar, exhded dowly and saw puffs of white spinning into the rain; the fog had lifted. "I was
supposed to be there tonight. | was supposed to be the one that got it, Marc. Ever since | started fooling
around with that computer ligt, Adriana has been on my back. Remember when | told you | wouldn't be
surprised if our computer time was taken from us? Wdl, it was. And Miriam ..."

The cigarette rocketed into the yard, winked out indantly as it struck the grass. Another match,
another orange ember.

"All right,” she said, "tdl me I'm develop-ing dl the classic symptoms of parancia. Tdl me there's
nothing out there waiting for you to go home, nothing in the library that would make someone want to kill
me For God's sake, Marc, tdl me"

She waited, hiting a her lower lip, not fighting tears but an incomprehensible urge to explode into
laughter. All her careful reasonings, dl the rationdizations, gone in a fiveminute talk with a man in a
shadow. Maybe Sam and Elaine had been right dl dong; maybe she was pushing hersdf into insanity.

Insanity.

It was, in some ways, a comforting thought.

Marc lit athird cigarette.

"Wd|?' she sad.

"You remember that fird night a million years ago when | wanted to talk to you at the party, and
somehow we never got the chance?'

She nodded, thinking: the miracles were gone, only mazes | ft.

"Wadl, | was having trouble with Dederson, see. Not the tripe story kind | dways grouse about, but
something | think is more serious. | wasn't here, see, when you moved into town. | came a few months
later. It's a hard place to get to know. So few people, so few doors that will open to you even if you are
amember of the Fourth Estate. Anyway, | spent most of my time rewriting until the old man decided |
was competent enough to handle a few aticles on my own. That's why | missed the story of your
husband's mur-der." He pushed off the post and stood beside it, turning his back on the Street to Stare a
the living room windows. "When Vorhees was killed, | tried interviewing Sam Windsor and the officer
who discovered the body. | wasn't surprised when no one wanted to talk. An embarrassment and dl
that. Smdl towns aren't supposed to breed the symptoms of gridy big-city killings Unfortu-nately,
Dederson wouldn't even let me run the story from the fact sheet the police eventudly handed out. He
killed it."

"Did you talk to him? Maybe there was a reason.”



"I talked and he listened and then he told me, plain and Smple: no story, no panic. Like no one would
ever hear of itif it wasn't in his precious paper.”

"I'm sorry, Marc, but | don't understand. What does dl this have—"

"Nat, are you tired?"

She laughed once, and shrugged. "No, | guess not.”

"I mean, could you stand to walk alittle with me?’

“Intheran?'

He grinned, and without thinking, she reached out and traced afinger over his lips. He took her hand,
kissed it and released her. "In the rain,” he said. "It's cold and misera-ble and | think | love you and |
want to tdl you afew thingswhile we walk. Let's cdl it a direct experience experiment.”

"Umbrdla?"

"No," and he took her arm to lead her down the steps. "Let's get soaked and pray for pneumonia to
gve us afew days off."

They walked slently to the corner, turned toward Mainland Road. The drizzle had eased, and the cool
mask fdling on her face fdt less discomforting than soothing. It was easy for her to bdieve a that
moment that she and Marc were the only ones left in the world.

"I don't like not being able to write," he said suddenly as they passed the darkened church. "And it
seemed anfully unprofes-sond to kill a story that would have surdy sold more papers. Like it or not,
goreiswhat bringsin the loot. Messy, but true. So | bugged Windsor some more, and got mysdf politely
but firmly tossed out on my ear. | spent alot of time waking around. | went for drives to no place in
particular. That's when | kept getting lost. Which, on the face of it, isridiculous. How anyone can get lost
around here is beyond me. But | did it."

"The party,” she said. "Wasit punishment for not letting go?'

He nodded. "I'm sure of it. And what Toa said to me that night about the statue could have been sent
to the paper on a three-by-five card. Dederson gave it a four-column heedline with a Sx-column picture.,
There was nothing about our adventurein the library. No comments from anyone about Vorhees deeath.
Nothing. Not even a state-ment of what a tragedy it was for the college. Not athing.”

"BU_"

"Wait. Don't talk. Just walk."

At the end of the Pike, he turned her around and pointed back toward the town's center. "No treffic,
right?"

"Sure, but for crying out loud, it's close to midnight on a week night. Who in heaven's name is going to
be cruisng around here?!

"Nobody," he said. "And if you think about it, no one does during daylight either.”

"Wha?' But he said nothing, forcing her to conjure as typicd a day as she could, then suddenly
remembering a notion that had come to her less than a week ago: that dl the traffic seemed to flow out of
the Station in the morning, back again a& night. And Mrs. Bradford, complaining that most of her
customers were locas, and the out-of-towners who did stop sedom returned.

"Okay?' he said.

" don't know. | guess s0."

"Okay. Now follow me" He turned around and, after a bus had sprayed past them, he ran to the
opposite Sde of the highway, dragging her with him. .

"Now," he said, "take a good long look a what you see."

She followed his pointing finger, fird to the traffic light, then in a dow sweep from right to left. Mercury
ac lamps were evenly spaced dong the cross-state road, certanly bright enough to illumingte the
shoulders for severad yards around them. Yet, and she had to drain to see, the shoulders directly
oppo-site were just aswdl lighted, and harder to see dearly.

"Opticd illuson," she said. "A trick of therain and the treffic and the night."

"Okay," he said, pulling her farther dong the road. "Now I'll show you something dse."

"I wish you'd tdl me" she said.

"No. | don't want you to .. ." and they'd gone perhaps two hundred yards before he about-faced and



began waking back. ™Y ou stay behind me about ten paces or so, and tdl me when I'm exactly opposite
the Pike. Exactly, Nat, you understand?'

She didn't, redly, but did as she was bidden. Then, "Hold it, Deerdayer!” She ran up to hm and
dared into his eyes. "So? Here we are.”

"Good for you," he said, his voice hinting a a quaver. "If you hadn't told me, Nat, | would have
walked right past it. Youll have to believe mewhen | tdl you that when | look across the street, dl | can
see are trees. No Pike. No light. No corner houses. | couldn't even pick out my office from here.”

"Youre kidding."

"Nat, you think someone is trying to kill you or maybe drive you nuts for some rea-son. | believe it.
Now you have to believe me when | say someone istrying to keep me out of this town."

Chapter 8

THURSDAY WAS dlent as Natdie rductantly kissed Marc good-by a the corner and watched him
wak away toward his office. Hed stayed the night, degping in the spare room, had avakened her with a
bachelor's breakfast overcooked and undernourishing. Nether fdt much like talking about the evening
before. The only words passed in glances, not quite accidental touches of hands, and the careful way she
held his coat for him at the front door.

The library was in mourning. Adriana had not come in except for a brief hour before deven to tdl the
gt they'd be given hdf a day in honor of Miriam's passng. Nobody worked, and Natali€'s mood
wasnt helped a dl by Arlene's congtant siiffling. By one, shed had enough and ran to the grocer's to



fetch dinner for two, giving her agiddily pleasant feding that lasted until she arrived back home in time to
caich the telephone's grill command.

It was Sam, requesting she drop by the station some time that afternoon.

"Aninquiry, Sam?'

"I'm afraid so, Nat."

She agreed to come immediaidy, made a quick cdl to the newspaper and was told Marc was out on
assignment.

Lovely, she thought as she dashed back out again. Probably some idiot flower show, or whatever it is
women's clubs have two days before Halloween.

And as she crossed the Pike, she stopped suddenly and looked to her right. There were no cars
moving in her direction. And to her left, only a dow drifting in and out of the Side streets where the shops
were |ocated.

It was the same on High Street and Steu-ben Avenue, both of which emptied onto the Mainland
Road.

When she reached Chancellor and turned to wak up to the police ation, she was trembling in spite
of the Indian summer heat that had again driven off the clouds and replaced them with a gartling blue.
She told hersdlf the lack of traffic was only the time of day, but she didn't quite beieve it.

"Hey, Mrs. Windsor!"

Jugt outside headquarters she stopped and turned around. A young boy was running toward her, and
it was a confusng moment before she recognized a teen-ager who practi-caly lived in the library's
adronomy section. As he loped to a hdt, she struggled to fit a name to the thin and bespectacled face.
"Andy!" she said, holding out a hand and trying not to wince as he squeezed it. "What can | do for you?'

"Mrs. Windsor, | ... I'm sorry about Miss Burke.”

And the day took on the shroud she/d dmost managed to shed.

"But | had this book of hers, see, and | was going to return it this afternoon, but | went to the library
and it was closed.”

He looked as though he was going to cry.

"Don't worry about it, Andy. Tomorrow'll do just fine"

"No," he said, sheking his head violently. "No, you see, we're moving this afternoon. | redly don't have
the money to pay for it, and | didn't want you to think I'd sted from you because | wouldn't. | never
have, you know."

"Hey," she said, suppressing asmile. "Therés no problem, no problem & dl. You just wait until you're
settled in your new house and then drop it in the mail. I'll make sure we don't send the Gestapo charging
after you."

He brightened and shook her hand vigor-oudy. "Hey, now that's cool, Mrs. Windsor, redly. No
kidding, thanks alot. Redlly. Hey, | got to go. I'm redly sorry about ... well, you know. See you around,
Mrs. Windsor, and thanks alot.”

A whirlwind, and he was gone, leaving her bresthless. Another one gone, she thought as she dimbed
the short flight of steps to the station. There had been so many over the past year, she didn't know how
the town man-aged to stay onitsfeet when, by dl rights, it should have been long on the road to dying.

Sam was waiting at the office door, offic-idly solemn, amost pompoudy so. He led her quickly indde,
introduced her to the palice stenographer and gpologized for the occasion. She nodded, and gripped her
handsin her lap.

"Natdie" he began after seating himsdf behind his desk and lifting a manila folder in the cradle of his
hands, "you knew Miriam Burke, is that right?"

"You know it is, Sam."

"Natdie, please.” He pointed to the ste-nographer. "This poor guy has to take down every word you
say. Have a heart and play the game, okay?"

She shrugged. "If itll make you fed better, Sam.”

"Okay. So you knew Miriam Burke. Does she usudly work late nights?”

"No, | do. The late hours were my idea, you know, and | usudly volunteered for them.”



"Then why did Miriam work late lagt night?"

'I had a headache, and she wanted some-place quiet to study. She asked if she could switch with me
and | said sure, why not? Adriana okayed it."

"Mrs. Hdl?"

"Right."

"S0 except for Mrs. Hal, everyone ese had aright to expect you to be working there last night.”

"Sure" and she couldn't contain hersdf: "Sam, are you trying to say that whoever did ... that thing to
Miriam—"'

He waved a massve hand and she quieted. "I am saying nothing, Natdie. | just want to be clear on
what happened. Where, exactly, were you lagt night?"

"Home" she sad, flatly. "Alone”

"I'm sure you were."

"At least until | got your cdl about Mir-iam. Then Marc and Elaine came over." She looked straght at
him and admired the control he exhibited when she added, "Hane left early. Marc stayed around a while
after.”

"You, uh, had no trouble while you were home?'

"No, should | have?' She asked the ques-tion quickly, without thinking, and was star-tled to see his
eyes narrow. Don't, she ordered hersdf then, don't interpret, just observe.

"Nonsense, | was just looking for . .. forget it. So you went home with this headache and

"And puttered around urtil | got the cdll, and | fainted, and Marc and Elane were there and that's dl,
Chief."

"You'reright about thet,” he said iffly. "Thet's dl. All right, Kevin," he said to the stenographer, "you
type that up and bring it back for Mrs. Windsor to sign. You can stay awhile, can't you?"

"Sure" she said. "Adriana closed the li-brary. I'm just killing time until Marc gets back from an
assgnment.”

"Oh, yeah," he said, scrubbing his jawline, then loosening his tie. "Natdie, do you mind if | give you
some advice?!

"Yes" shesad. "I mind quite a bit, in fact. Especidly if it's about Marc.”

He blew out dowly, and nodded. "All right, then, I'll keep quiet. And if you don't mind me saying <o,
you're teking dl this pretty wdl."

I'm not, she thought, but you can't see the bleeding inside.

The stenographer returned, and the next few minutes were spent rereading her state-ment, meking one
minor correction and sgrring dl the copies.”

"Do | get my picturein the paper?' she asked.

"No," Sam said. "Thiswon't bein the paper.”

"Widl, for God's sake, why not?"

His face grew florid and she stepped back from his desk. "Oxrun is a smdl town, Nattie, and you
know what would happen if we spread this dl over like some kind of . . . of | don't know what.
Halloween's coming up day after tomorrow. The paper comes out tomorrow. You want folks to be
keeping ther kids in just because some nut has a thing about the library? We have to think of the
merchants, too, you know. It's a holiday.”

"And suppose one of those kidsin costume is murdered?’

"It won't happen.”

She glared her frudration. "So, no papers. Isn't that suppressing the news or something?"

"What," he said, "do you care?

It was time for another engagement, an-other round in their constant battling, but she resolutdly refused

to be drawn into any-thing she couldn't handle. Sam was begin-ning to frighten her.

"Il see you soon, Sam," she said, picking up her purse and opening the door. "And please, let me
know if you find out about the man that did thisthing to Miriam.”

"I will." He amiled blankly. "And, Natadie?"
She stopped in the hdl and looked at him over her shoulder.



"I'm sorry you dill don't want my protec-tion. | don't think Clayton is going to do you much good.”

"That's funny, Sam, but | dways had the feding that the police would protect me whether | wanted it
or not. | thought that's the way things worked."

"Sometimes” he said, and turned away to look at the citations framed on hiswall.

Evening, then, and dinner with Marc, a few slent hours in front of the televison, deeping agan in
Separate beds.

There were no nightmares, just afew quiet tears.

For Miriam.

For hersdlf, because she didn't know what to do, and didn't know if there was anything to be done.

Thefunerd Friday morning was an exer-cise in controlled hysteria. Asde from the slent partings, the
desperate wishes that it be dl part of a dream before waking, there was a caldron wating for the right
levd of crying, the proper chance remark to bail into terror. The mood made skitterish instead of playful
the breeze that pushed at flord dis-plays and rode herd over dead leaves scut-tling between the graves.
A large contingent of Miriam's college classmates were solemn in awkward black, and ther faces
reflected unwitting resentment that Miriam should so vidlently remind them of ther own mortd-ity. Yet
they prayed over their sobs and ignored the scattering of police through the mourners.

Nataie held tightly to Mrs. Burke's frall arm. The dderly woman had sought her out immediady after
the church service, had stared up into her eyes for remnants of her daughter's laughter.

"You were her friend, Mrs. Windsor," the old woman said. "She had nothing but aunts and uncles. A
sger, maybe, rather than afriend.”

It was alie, but Natdie refused guilt; it was enough that Mrs. Burke believed it.

And for hersdf, the tears had dready been shed. Despite Reverend Hampton's basso re-quiem, she
fdt now a peculiar coolness, and her initid lack of emotiond response had at firdg frightened her and
made her dutch a Marc's am until he winced and gently pried her fingers loose. But by the time the
ritud earth had been scattered over the polished brown casket, she redized tha the coolness was a
camouflage for hardened anger. The girl she was watching condemned to a blan-ket of grass and marble
hed died in her place, and there was no remorse—instead, a terify-ing hatred she'd never thought
possible, and a desire for revenge that nearly blinded her.

As the crowd passed around the Burkes and pressed ther hands and accepted mo-mentary
embraces, Natalie scanned ther ex-pressions for hints of complicity.

Asthey drifted in twos and threes toward the cars parked in the nearby lane, she watched for tdltde
ggns of animogity cast in her direction.

"Natdie"

Asthey drove away in hastened procession, the only word she could think of was automaton.

"Natdie, it's been along time"

Karl Hampton moved to stand in front of her. He was dark, heavily lined, ssemingly too large for the
black leonine crest over his brow. His lips thick, his nose bulbous, his eyes too deeply set to look a
comfortably; worse than ugly, she thought, because ugly has its own shade of beauty. Hampton was
homdy—nothing more, nothing less.

And planly disapproving of her rdaion-ship with Marc.

"Na," Marc said softly, "do you fed dl right?'

She shook hersdlf and forced a amiletight and friendless. "Fing" she said. "Judt think-ing, that's dl.”

"She was afine young woman," the minister said with a backward jerk of his head.

It sapity.

"All murder is" Marc sad.

"What | meant was," Hampton continued coldly, "thet it's a shame one so young has to die, no matter
whet the cause of death. So often it seems such awagte”

Natdie was forced to agree, yet became unaccountably nervous. Everything he said had suddenly
taken on variant meanings. Her degth a waste? Did he mean | should be in that hole? Dammit, girl, what



the hdll are you doing—looking for a partnership with paranoia?

"... and I'm sure the family appreciates your concern,” Marc was saying, a careful tug on her am
darting her away. "It was redly afine service, Reverend. A fine one.”

Hampton indined his head in modest ac-ceptance of praise.

"Youwill come around and pay us avigt?' he said, to Natdie only. "It seems we live 0 close, yet 0
far away from each other.” He paused, but she said nothing. "I looked for you a Tod's party the other
week. | was hoping you'd take a drink with mein honor of that megnificent statue.” He grinned suddenly,
ferd and mocking.

"Somehow, Karl, | don't think you redly meant that.”

"Somehow, | think you're right," and his grin took on good and honest humor. "But ill, | would have
liked a drink or two with you. However," and he shrugged, "you have other things to keep you busy.”

"Some things” she said, dlowing a blush to heet her cheeks. "I keep meking mysdf promises, you
know, but | never keep them.”

"Oh?" he said quickly, "you've made promises?'

"Redly, Karl," she said, hating hisfishing. "You did mary Ben and me, you know. At one time, then,
you were rather important to my life”

"At onetime" he said to Marc with theet-rica regret. "At one time. You see how quickly they forget.
It isthe plight of the dergy, Mr. Clayton, that we are like doctors in the sense that when we're needed,
we are there, and when we are not, we are as forgotten as the ..." He looked around, seeking a
completion of hisandogy. "Wdl, you know what | mean.”

Marc nodded politely.

"But, | have things to worry about, too. Please, Natdlie, don't let another tragedy be the mesting for
us. Come around for tea, and well tak about the days when you didn't know the difference between a
Fox Road and a brandy aexander.”

"I will," she said as he turned toward the funerd parlor's limousine.

"Now what," Marc wanted to know, "was that last remark about?'

"Not here" she said. "Let'swak ahbit."

They moved amlesdy dong the paved paths between the gravestones, reading the inscriptions, amiling
a some, groaning a others. They made quick subtractions to dis-cover the ages of the dead, exdaming
over pathetic youth or extraordinary longevity. The breeze geared into a mild wind, and they soon found
themsalves at the last row of graves fronting the lawvn that spread to the hurricane fence. Through the
skeleton leaves and shrubs, then, she could see the shadowed white of her house,

"Nice view," Marc said. "Now about that remark."

It referred, she said, to the time she and Ben had met with Karl to discuss their marriage. They'd found
the miniger in his kitchen practicing mixing drinks for, he said, his meetings with the local big shots. "They
never drink anything as prosaic as whiskey and soda," hed sad, "so | have to make this.. .. what shdl
we cdl it? An experiment in religious control.” Natadie had tested every-thing hed made and had ended
up being sick over his kitchen counter.

"Quite aman, the minider,” Marc said, and she pressed her ams tightly againgt her side in ddight of
his obvious jedousy.

"Hey," she said suddenly, "what do you say we get out of here?'

"Ah," and he turned dowly toward her, rubbing his hands together and leering. "My apartment, what?'

She shoved him, toppled him to the ground, and after a quick laugh at the look on his face, began
running, ddighting in the dap of cold ar againg her cheeks, blinking away the wind's tears and squeding
when she heard him breething heavily behind her.

She veered onto the grass and headed for the fence, scattering a dozen blackbirds, dart-ing benesth
them and weatching as Marc moved to cut her off. She stopped, gulping, laughing, started again when he
raced at her. To the fence and back again until she reached the far Sde of the cemetery and collapsed on
agrey stone bench.

Her lungs ached, her ears burned, and when he pulled up in front of her, she lifted her hands to ward
off the expected playful blows. A second, a minute, and she fdt his grip on her elbows. She stood, shook



her head dowly. It was not a moment of precog-nition, but rather a time she knew would arrive when
circumgtances could no longer contain themsalves. She knew what he would say before his lips opened
and formed the words. She knew what he would be sacrificing before his hands shifted to her shoulders
and pulled her even closer.

And she wanted more than anything ese to be able to say yes and pull the curtain down around them.

"No," she said. "l cant.”

He didn't release her.

"I'm a danger, you know, and there's no sense in complicating things further.”

"You're not tdling me anything | don't know, librarian. I'm aso not exactly in the best postion in the
world, in case you've forgotten.”

"After," she said. "When wefind out. Ak me again later, okay?"

He nodded, then swept a curve with his arm. "If you don't mind, though, I'l try to choose a more
appropriate place. This, | think, isalittle too much."

"I expected nothing more,” she said, tak-ing his am and leading him to the gates. "You jugt can't do
anything right, can you?'

"Oh, | don't know about that."

"You, g, have a gutter for amind."

"I," he said in a hurt voice, "never said anything about anything. | didn't imply, lady. Y ou inferred.”

"To the park, Marcus" she sad, then laughed. "Hey, tha rhymes™

"Some librarian,”" he said to the sky. "Mar-cus, park. Oh, brother!"

And, laughing loudly, halding each other tightly, they reached the front gates noisly, ignoring one or
two glaes and a sngle pointed comment about Saff who get the day off for the funerad of a colleague
and spend it in frivolity. The remark dmost sobered her, but Natdie had known Miriam better than mogt,
50 she grinned inandly at the speaker and kissed Marc's cheek.

And once into the trees, sumbling around children dready bundled in bulky winter clothes, she fdt
transported. Oxrun Station had vanished, and there was in its place laurd and oak and barberry and ém.
Weater fountains on concrete bases, wooden dat benches a pedling cold green.

A footbal bounced in front of them, and Marc quickly chased it down, made as though to pass it back
to the boy who had come for it, then waited until he could toss it under-hand.

"I never could throw one of those things™ he said after the boy had returned through the bushes to the
fidd and his mates. "'l dways fed like | look like a girl throwing a basebdl.” He mimed the stereotyped
awk-wardness he imagined the action to be, and she responded by dapping his back and spinning him
into a tree.

"Peacel" she sad quickly when he came a her, "and when the hdl are you going to buy me some
lunch? It's past noon, in case you hadn't noticed.”

"Pagt noon? Then what are dl these kids doing around here? Why aren't they in school ?!

"Oxrun," she said, "has alittle heart, you know. Haf a day so thetiny kids can do ther trick or tregting
before it gets dark. The high school gets out so the brats can break windows."

"Never," he said. "Not our gerling youth."

"Food," she reminded him, and he took her arm.

Another ten minutes, then, of choosing divergent paths at random, and they reached a amdl pavilion
squatting in the center of a huge ovd dearing. A man swathed in scarf and leather jacket was deftly
hendling the orders of a dozen or more people for hot dogs buried benesth the sharp aromas of ketchup
and sauerkraut. Beside him, a scrawny young girl logt in a ski sweater dopped soda into galy colored
paper cups, ignoring the specific requests shouted into her ears.

"Hve dtar, a least,” Marc grumbled.

"Buy," Natdie said, pushing him into the crowd, sanding back and watching hm snatch at his glasses
when a pair of boys raced into hm and nearly dumped him to the ground. She waved & his glare, and
hugged hersdf, taking a strand of hair into her mouth and chewing thoughtfully.

And when he returned, they moved away, waking and eating, kicking at eddied piles of leaves, lifting
their heads at a flock of Cana-dian geese arying the coming of winter.



A dirt path led them slently to the top of a low hill, and the exposed roots of a massive, ancient oak,
sarved as ther seats. They stared down the long, treeless dope across an open fidd carefully mowed.
To ther left, through another stand of arrow-gtraight pine, they could see the blue-black glints of the
atifi-da lake where ice skating under the lights was the favorite sport. To the right, midway down the
hill, was a gazebo that served as a bandstand for Sunday afternoon concerts when enough people
gathered in summer to picnic and listen. And directly ahead, through the white glare of the sun judt into its
westering, she could see the footbal game and beyond, the roof of the library.

"It's like gtting on a cloud," she said, feding as though she should whisper.

"W, it's cold up here, if you ask me" he grumbled.

"Such aromantic,” she said.

"Oh, | anthat," he said, "but I'm afraid we have some things to talk about, love.”

She wanted to protest, but knew he was right. After Marc's test on the road, and Miriam's death, what
could have been iso-lated incidents of coincidence now demanded they seek out alink. Yet, again, they
were redtricted to suspicions only, lacking con-crete evidence they could lay in front of the authorities.

"Butif that's dl we have" he said, "then that's dl we have. So let's build us a case, and see what we
have"

For an hour, then, they reviewed, dis-sected, prodded, argued.

A cheer drifted up from the footbal game, and Nataie strained to hold it, logt it when the wind found
them and infiltrated the openings of collar and deeve.

Marc paced, toeing a twigs and rocks, kicking pebbles onto the grass. He suggested an enemy of
Ben's, and she laughed without mirth. No one, she said, had ever been put away by her husband for
more than thirty days.

"But you're dill atarget," he said.

"By what?'

"Who," he said sharply. "Thereis no what about this. Keep one thing in mind, love, were deding with
people, okay?'

Grudgingly, "Okay. Then, why?'

"That's easy. There's something you know that you don't know that you know." He frowned, muttered
to himsdf, and shrugged. "I mean—"

"I know what you mean," she said impatiently, "and Il bet you a year's dary it starts with those
missing books."

He pulled a his lips, then shoved his hands in his hip pockets. "Maybe. What kind have we got,
though? If 1 remember right, they were the kind that needed a certain amount of thought to appreciate
fuly. And kinds that required fath in some type of organized rdigion." He looked down a her, his
shadow chilling. "And you can have my year's sdary, such asit is, if the replace-ments weren't dl tripe.
Crap. Shdlow pieces of dreck that wouldn't srain the credulity of a five-year-old.”

"Yed" dhe sad, danding quickly, brushing the crumbs of her lunch from her dacks. "Yes that's
exactly what they were, only | was so busy with dl my other things that | never checked that closdy.
Boy, an | supid”

"W, that's fine except we don't know why."

"Who?" she countered.

"The Coundil is the one that does the ordering now, you said. Tod, as Presdent, then Dederson,
Adriana Hdl, Bains, Vorhees ..." He frowned and counted slently on hisfingers. "No, that can't be. See,
the only reason why they'd do something like this would be to keep those who used the library in the
dark about something.”

"Like the college kids, who don't have one of their own," she said, picturing the dull, lifdess retreat of
Miriam's friends from her funerd.

"Do you know whet we're saying, lady? We're talking about an attempt to control a whole population,
for God's sake! Bt it's too big. They d have to bring in too many others, like Sam Windsor. | mean, you
can't control a town without having the police, can you? And the commuters?' He sat aoruptly on the
ground and dammed his chin into a pdm. "This is insane, you know that, don't you? | mean, even



extending the wildest possihility that we're right, kid, who could we tdl? Sam? If wereright, he's in on it.
The mayor of the next town? The FBI? The Presdent? | can see it now, just like in the old movies. Say
there ... Agent Smith or Mayor Jones ... do you know that the Town Council of litile old Oxrun Station
has embarked on a crusade to dominate its population? Do you know that they jiggered some books,
knocked off afew folks, even sent an assassn &fter a

pretty young thing? How, you ask? Beats the heck out of me"

He glared and spat dryly at hisfeet.

"Marc?' Natdie kndt in front of him and grabbed for his hands. He pulled, but she wouldn't release
him, forced him to look at her. "Marc, remember that thing | told you about Karl and his drinks? He
implied he could get what he wanted if he knew the right combinations they liked."

"Yesh. S07'

"He sad it was an experiment.”

Shefdt the change immediady. His hands logt their rigidity, his lips tightened, then parted just enough
to dlow a slent whidle to blow into her face. His eyes darted from sde to sde, and a dight tic of
concentration

Pulled a his right cheek. Freeing himsdf from her grip, he pulled a handkerchief from his hip pocket,
took off his glasses and began to polish them. Then he nodded, dowly at first, then more rgpidly until she
feared held break into a hygerica fit. Abruptly, how-ever, he stopped, rose, pulled her up with him and
led her back to the path.

"Expeaiment,” he said. "A preview, then, for ... something. | wish | knew for what. Natdie, if you
weren't the most beautiful woman | have ever seen in my life, | would build you a solid gold monument
0 the whole world would know who you are. As it is, though,” he sad wryly, "I am much too
possessive for something thet flamboyant.”

"Wdl, I'm glad you fed that way. | think. But, Marc, what are we going to do about it?"

At the moment, he said, there was nothing they could do, no matter how frusrating their inaction
would be. If they had, in fact, sumbled on some conspiracy, what they would need before anything else
would be concrete proof. And dill ... dl they had were suspicions.

"Hounds" she said.

"Right. Weve got to keep siffing around. Circumdtantid evidence is not going to hdp us convince
some on the outside. The best thing would be to get hold of Tod, torture him, and make him 9gn a
confession. Falling thet ..." and he shrugged.

Neither, by tacit consent, tried to explain the attack on her house.

Neither mentioned the "dream” she'd had in the library.

What isit, Natalie wondered, that | know that would make someone want to get me?

And it passed through her mind that she wasn't going to be killed. Soldiers were killed; people died in
accidents and during robberies and in fits of passon; people were killed by fdling masonry and
earthquakes and floods. It happened to them. Other people. To her—impossble. She was only a
librarian in a smal town more properly caled a village She was a nobody, a widow, a woman in love.
Preposterous. Not her. The other guy.

They hurried, in Slence, parting clumps of children, swerving only when others would not make way.

At a digant bend in the tarmac path, she fixed her eyes on a massve weeping dm held together by
bands of sted to keep its forked trunk from splitting. She blinked. Put a finger to one eye and rubbed
lightly. In a hollow of leaves untouched by the sun were pinpricks of light flaring like dectric sparks. They
were whirling about a common axis, codescing to form behind them a shadow of indeterminate shape.

It watched her.

"Marc," she whispered harshly, "look!"

It shifted, and the leaves rugtled in coun-terpoint to the wind.

"Look at what? Where?'

It appeared to hunch, prepare to pounce.



"Therd" she said, pulling him off to the side.

Marc followed her indication, leening for-ward as though to get a clearer view. Then he looked down
a her. "Hey, kid, are you feding okay?'

It was gone. She leaned heavily againg him, fdt an arm dip around her wais. As they passed under
the overhanging branches, she shuddered and ducked her head. She fdt, then, that whatever it was had
not been atrue threet. A warning, only.

Marc, she thought, I'm going to pack my bags and leave on the next train. You can have the car and
the furniture and the house and the graveyard; I'm going to lose mysdf in the middle of the country.

But if she left. Marc would be done.

"No," she sad to Marc's startled look. "I'l kill him firg."

"Hey! What's going on around here?’

"Nothing." She brushed a hand through her hair, lifting it to be caught by the wind.

"Good," he said, as they rounded the bend. "Then maybe you can tdl me how we're gaing to play this
miserable round.”

And he nodded toward the refreshment stand clearing.

Chapter 9

DISTRACTION. OVER adozen younggtersin football uniforms had converged raucoudy on the snack
bar, demanding smultaneous and ingtantaneous attention from the harried counterman and his assistant.
Freshly mud-died helmets pounded againgt the peding wood, and high-pitched shrieks partidly cov-ered
the clatter and grind of cleats on the blacktop. Though none were more than chest-high to Marc, ther
pads and colors lent them the illuson of an extra ax inches. It was impossible to tdl which was the losng
team.

Natalie amiled at their vigor, became sol-emn again when she saw Ambrose Tod standing behind one
of the redwood-and-concrete benches spaced a the dearing's perimeter. His gloved hands were
pressed agang his hips his cashmere greatcoat forced behind him like a black opera cape.
Gold-rimmed glasses caught narrow shafts of sunHight and scattered them, and the buttons of his
houndstooth jacket were like burnished stars as he swiveled iffly. She followed his gaze and saw the
ramrod back of AdrianaHdl disappear swiftly around the next bend. She was about to dert Marc, then,
when he grunted another oath, and a young woman stepped from behind the pavilion, assgting the owner
inpassing out high-stacked ice cream cones to grasping, filthy hands. She laughed, touded hair, grabbed
one blond head and planted a fierce kiss on its crown.

Tod spotted them and nodded an imperid invitation.

"We were spesking of the devil, right?" Marc whispered as Natdie pulled him for-ward.

"So get it from the horse's mouth,”" she muttered. "Y ou're supposed to be a reporter, remember?”

"But we're not ready, jerk," he said.

She ignored him. He was right, but there was no way out. Tod was dready stepping around the
bench, stripping off a pale grey kidskin glove and extending his right hand. She hoped her amile looked
more shy than the fear that lurked behind it.

"Mrs. Windsor, how ddightful!™ The show of capped teeth beneath the dark green-lensed sunglasses
was grotesgque. She accepted the hand timidly, drew her own back as soon as she dared—it was cold,
and she tried not to make a show of rubbing warmth back into her palm.

"And Mr. Dayton, a pleasure to see you again. Have you two been vigting the war memorid statue?'
Tod was ddiberately mix-ing up Marc's name.

Marc scratched the back of his neck. "I wish | could have, sSr, but I've been out of town for a few
days”

Tod snapped his fingers. "'l thought it was you! You were at the conference, weren't you? Yes, of
course, | thought | saw you there.” He yanked off the olive ascot lumped at his throat and jammed it into
acoat pocket. "Dull affair, didn't you think? I'm afraid you didn't get much for Dederson's money.”



"No," Marc sad carefully, "and | doubt that very much was accomplished. From what | saw, the only
one not complaining dl the time was you."

Tod laughed soundlessly, pointing at the reporter while he sent an approving nod to Natdie. "He's
right, you know. You must have been the only correspondent not adeep.” He dlowed his laughter to
fade, then sat brusquely on the bench, gesturing for them to join him on ather sde. For severd min-utes
they watched the children scrambling for ther treats, surrounding the woman in harmless vying for her
favors. "Have you met my daughter, Cynthia?' Natdie imme-diately pressed two fingers againgt her lips,
wishing she could see around the financier to watch Marc's expression—she was sure he was blue from
trying not to gag. But when nether responded, Tod cleared his throat. "Those men are fools, Mr.
Dayton," he said quietly. "Every lagt one of them is an unmit-igated fool. They play with ther money as if
it were part of some childish cosmic game. Boardwalk, Park Place, take a chance and pray your luck
will change. | don't know one of the old farts who isn't killing himsdf by working a hundred hours a day,
athousand months a year. Idiots, dl of them.”

"Maybe" Marc sad, "but they're making their millions”

"Indeed they are. They do have ther mil-lions But a what cost? Ten, twenty years of life because
they don't know how to do it right. All that time wasted because they refuse to look for other waysto get
to the same place. Like | said, they're fools™

"Wdl, gar," Marc sad, "if they're not doing it right, what is the proper way to do it?"

A shadow interrupted them, and Natalie freed a heavy hdd breath. Then she lifted her face and fdt it
harden as expression fled insgde. Cynthia Tod returned the look with a condescending nod. Unlike her
fether, she was dressed for warm wegther. Her sun-blond hair was tied back with a wide, red sdin
band, her dark blouse was too sheer to properly emphasize the sunlamp tan while it over-emphasized the
inadequate black bras-siere, and her jeans were tight and tucked neatly into polished knee-high riding
boots.

It was too much for Natdie to beieve sheld chosen that outfit merdly to impress a tribe of grade
schoolers; and in the same thought, too much to believe that Tod nor-mdly spent his Friday afternoons
gving economic lecturesin the park.

Marc and Tod, meanwhile, had risen to their feet. Tod had grasped his daughter's arm, and Marc was
shifting awkwardly from foot to foot, grinning inandly.

Oh, for God's sake, Natdie thought an-grily, and quickly moved to stand beside him. Immediately,
then, she was reminded of Elaines and Marc's battle for possession in her room. So, she thought, the
shoe shifts and dl that, and she made a note to gpologize to her as soon as she could.

"Wadl, Nat, what do you think? It sound okay to you?"

"Huh?' She blinked stupidly. "I'm sorry, | mugt have been in another world. Woolgeth-ering, | guess™

"Oh, but it must have been difficult for you today, dear,” Cynthia said. "I meen, the funerd and
everything. Theré's no need to apologize, of course.” She looked at her father. "But perhaps they haven't
heard the news"

Tod seemed to debate before his face broke into a amile "Wdl, of course not! Now thet is redly
unforgivable of us. Here you two have been wandering the park and you certainly couldn't have been
told, could you?'

"Tod what?' Marc said.

"Why, about Sam Windsor, of course."”

Natdie diffened.

Cynthialaughed. "Natdie, the look on your facel Nothing bad, dear, nothing bad at al. Why," and she
glanced down a her diver of a watch, "not more than an hour ago, Sam captured the man who killed
Mir-iam and dl those other poor people.”

And as soon as she sad it, Natdie refused to bdieve it. That, she thought, was too pat, too
convenient. She listened, then, as Tod explained to Marc how Sam had discovered a drifter wandering
through the cemetery, muttering to himsdf. The old man, who must have been near fifty, was dashing out
a the graves with a machete. There was a brief struggle, and Sam had been forced to kill him in
sf-defense.



"But we have a lot of the modern lab equipment,” he said, "and Sam had them run a check on the
bloodstains on that knife thing. Everything matches. Case closed.”

"Now," Cynthia said ddightedly, "there's no reason why you shouldn't come. Itll be a celebration,
too!"

"Come?' Natdie looked to Marc.

"While you were daydreaming, Nat, the Tods were kind enough to invite us to a costume bal
tomorrow night.”

She scanned his face quickly, looking for sgnds, saw nothing but concern and nod-ded, reluctantly.

"Wonderful," Tod said, dapping hishands once and dipping his glove back on. "I promise, too,
Nadie—may | cdl you that?—I promise that | won't be as rude as the fird time we met. Too much
excitement, and too much of that dreadful punch. I'll be sober. You can count on it "Greet,” Marc said.
"Well be there"

The sun glared in thar faces as they waked. Nether spoke, ather of the megt-ing or the news of
Sam's success. It was evident in hisdow and careful paces that Marc shared her doubts, that it was too
good to be true. A ploy, she decided, to tip her off her guard. It would be an easy thing to check—call
Sam and ask. But she knew, too, that the gist of it would be true, that Sam had killed a drifter in the
cemetery, that his report would show thet this Stranger, for reasons deranged and unknown, had been the
one who had murdered Miriam and V orhees.

Case, as Tod had said, closed.

"Daling," Marc said when they reached her corner, "I'm going down to the office for a while" He
laughed a her dismay and kissed her quickly. "Relax, only for awhile. | want to write out the story | just
got: Tod expounding on economics like a smal-town Baruch. Dederson has wanted something like this
for years, and it fdl right into my starving little Iap. Thisis one story he doesn't dare cut up.”

She nodded mutely.

"I'd check on that other thing, too," he said, plainly echoing her own misgivings "But | gather I'm ill
invited to stand guard?'

Again a mute nod.

"Okay, then. And look, don't be disap-pointed if I'm a little late. If Dederson redly likes this story, |
may just gick around to be sure he gets it set for the next edition.” Then his face lined and he took her
hands, pressed them againg his chest. "And remember, when the sun sets, lock the doors and windows.
| ill have the key, but I'll give you three short knocks and along before | come in" He amiled, sadly. "
haven' forgotten, you know."

"I know," she said. She kissed his knuckles and turned him around. "So go dready. And hurry! Weve
got plans to make."

"Like what costumes to wear?'

"No. Like what were going to do when we get there."

She didn't have to explain and was grate-ful when he only nodded and broke into a trot.

She watched, took two steps toward the house and stopped. She was suddenly too restless to return
home hersdlf. There was a tempo, now, in what she was doing and what was being done to her, and she
fdt it quicken, like a series of waves preparing to crest.

She turned and walked back toward the library. The flag was a hdf mast, and there was a policeman
danding a the base pre-paring to lower it. At the dght of the uniform, she wondered if Sam were
involved in her nightmare as much as she suspected, or if, in fact, he was as guiltless as she, and the
drifter, then, was Tod's doing and no one e se's.

"In, out, in, out," she muttered. "l wish | could make up my mind who'sin the cast of characters.”

She waited until the flag had been folded and placed in the hands of the night clerk, Arlene Bains,
who'd obvioudy showed up only for that ceremony. Natdie thought of waving, reconsidered, and
continued her walk, kicking a a amndl pebble and unexpectedly bresking into laughter as she raced to
keep it from bounding into the guitter.

"Mrs. Windsor!"



She looked up, then across the street. Mrs. Bradford was hurrying across, waving her hand.

"Mrs. Windsor, wat a moment, will you?'

Now what? she wondered. Another piece of jewery to mortgage my soul?

The woman stopped and braced hersdf againg a lamppost. Her face was pde in spite of her
exertions, and she seemed to have trouble focusing. A hand fluttered weskly across her chest.

"Mrs. Bradford, are you dl right?'

The jewder's wife amiled weakly. "Not used to running. | keep forgetting how old | am. Fifty-four this
December, you know. It's beginning to tdl.”

"Nonsense, Mrs. Bradford. Youll live to be a hundred.”

Thewoman amiled at the courtesy, and beckoned Natdie closer. "My dear, I'm glad | caught you. |
was thinking | wouldn't be able to tdl you until next payday.”

| thought so, Natdie groaned inwardly.

"You were asking me about aring, remem-ber?"

Natdi€'s eyes narrowed, snapped open quickly when she saw the woman frown. She nodded, not
daring to speak.

"W, | happened to ask my husband about it. We were at dinner the other night with the Halls a the
Chancdlor Inn. Have you ever been there, my dear? Wonderful place, but so noisy! It's a wonder Chief
Windsor doesn't warn them. | redly don't know how the neighbors stand it. And the way those young
people dressl My heavens, you'd think this was Sodom instead of Oxrun Station.”

"Thering," Nataie said impatiently.

"Oh, yes. Wdll, | asked. And what reminded me, of course, was that | saw Arty—that's Artemus
Hal—wearing one just like you described. | wanted a closer look, but you must know Arty. He owns
the only restaurant in town, not to mention the only bar, so he thinks he's God Almighty some-times. And
the way hiswife acted, you'd think 1'd asked him to run away with me to one of those hippie communes
or something. Can you imagine me a hippie?' She laughed and patted her hips. "I've enough to remind
me of my weaght dready."

Natalie forced her hands to smooth her collar, pull a strand of dark har from her face. "Did you ask
where he got it?"

"Oh, my, yes. You see, | thought if I could find out, maybe you'd think more about that bracelet weve
been taking about. We can scratch each other's back, so to speak.”

Natdi€s lipstwisted into a grin, conspira-toria and fase,

"W, no sooner did | ask him than Danny, that's my husband, Danid, decides his ulcer is acting up
and precticdly drags me out of the Inn on my heds. He's in the doghouse, for sure, but when he gets
back, | promise you I'll find out. When | told him that you wanted one of your own—"

"You told hm?' Her voice was loud, but Mrs. Bradford didn't seem to notice.

"W, of course, dear. Anyway, when he gets back tonight from fitting Mrs. Tod for her new—"

"Oh, my God," she said. "Look, Mrs. Brad-ford," and she took the woman's aam and gently aimed
her back toward the store, "I'm redly grateful for dl you've done. Honestly. Thanks a lot. And believe
me, I'll be in firg thing Monday morning for that bracelet.”

"But Mrs. Windsor—"

"Now, | have an errand to run." She winked broadly. "A heavy date tonight, as the kids say.”

Confugion vanished, and she nodded. "Of course, and if you don't mind me saying so, it's about time,
Mrs. Windsor. Y ou're much too pretty and too young to be hanging around loose dl the time. As the
kids say." She laughed up the scale and without look-ing back ran across the street to again collgpse
agangd a post. Natdie stared after her, only vagudy aware that the patrol car had not yet left the curb in
front of the library.

As she walked, she ligtened ingtead of thought. To her hedls on the sidewalk, crigp and hammer sharp
as the evening prepared to replace the sun and the air chilled toward freezing; to the traffic humming,
snaling, reminding her of a zoo's cats prowling for a way to escape; to the thumping bass of a song that
lingered as she passed a group of teen-age boys huddled around a smdl radio; to the crass and
deliberatdly loud comments one of them made about the motion of her hips and the flight of her har



behind her.

She ligened, turned a corner, and there was little but slence as she entered the east gates of the
cemetery and headed immedi-atdly for the severd rows of dark brown and grey weathered tombstones
that marked the sector commemorating Revolutionary War dead and the families of the firg settlers of
the Connecticut hills The markers served as a tranquilizer, a detour for her fears as she created
biographies out of epitaphs and mords out of biblicad quotations. At a child's grave, she kndt and
brushed away the dead leaves and withered grass, passed a hand dowly over the remnants of a girl's life
vanishing after two and a hdf centuries.

But when she found hersdf, a moment later, squinting to read a perfectly clear inscription, she wiped
her eyes with the backs of her hands and looked up through the drab, empty branches of a blighted
wil-low. It was dusk, and she was aone.

"Oh, confound it, woman!" she snapped. "l swear to God | need a full-time keeper." Quickly she
returned to the nearest path and followed it, the rgpidly fading light atering the landscape until her sense
of direction became scrambled and she found hersdf in an area of the vast memorid park she didnt
recognize.

Dumb, she thought, redly dumb. Marc isgaing to kill me.

She looked for the familiar to take her bearings. Only there was nothing in sight. Ordered rows of
copper plates sunk into the ground, headstones both plain and sculp-tured poking through kempt grass
like flot-sam on a darkening sea. A ground mig drifted in behind the flesing sun, tendrils that dampened
her ankles and rose up the boles of ancient trees.

She ran severd paces, but the dap of her shoes stopped her.

She thought of caling out, but the antici-pation of panic in her voice sllenced her.

Ridiculoud She had been in this place a hundred times before and never got lost—plenty of times after
dark and never faled to locate either west or east gates. Surdy the path she was on would lead
eventudly to amain road; al she had to do was wak. But in fallowing her own advice, she kept drift-ing
off the tarmac onto the grass, tripping once over atoppled plastic vase. Sower, and she wondered if the
gars would do her any good. Not that she remembered dl ther names and dgnifications, but it was
better than nothing, much better than wandering around in a circle. She hed a hand up in front of her,
hed to stare to find its outline. Then she looked up to locate the North Star, and fairly sobbed with rdief;
over the trees she saw the faint glow of Oxrun's night lights

"Follow them," she told hersdlf, usng her voice as a lantern. "Youll come to the lawn, cross the lavn
and youll come to the fence, look for the spot where those hoods bent the barbed wire posts down and
you can make like amonkey and dimb over. God! Will Marc skin you diveif you don't get home before
he does."

Her neck grew giff, her sumbling more pronounced as she tried to stay on the path while keeping the
lights in front of her. The turns were a bother, but she managed each time to cross to another lane
heading in the right direction. It became, then, an adven-ture more exdting than fearful, more in kegping
with the reief she fdt. She kept one am  dretched out before her, fending off traling branches,
knee-numhbing dabs of mar-ble, and benches that squatted just below her line of sght. Her steps grew
shorter, as though she didn't want to break aleg so close to the godl.

Fndly, there were no more trees, and the open expanse of lavn was Slvered fantly by the risng
moon. Cautioudy, she moved to her right until she could see Fox Road, marked as an uninviting black
corridor with its Sngle feeble light.

"I'm proud of you, Nataie girl," she said, unable to keep a broad amile in check. "You'd make a heck
of an Indian."

She took another step, and suddenly the world tilted up, rushed toward her, dammed agang her
forehead and stunned her into a diplay of stinging reds, golds and screaming whites. Her chest struck a
ledge of earth that gusted the ar from her lungs and she fdl backward, her mouth open, her throat
work-ing but unable to provide her with air. Tears blinded her more than the return of dark-ness. And
when she was able to trickle a breath in, ease it out, she sat up to rub her aching breasts.

A hand went out to her side. Touched dirt. She looked up and saw stars hemmed by a rectangle. Her



forehead wrinkled only a mo-ment before her padms covered her mouth to smother a scream.

She wasin a grave, freshly dug.

She was going to be buried dive.

No.

She was going to suffocate, claw, scratch her way upward but never reach the pre-cious damp ar that
masked her skin, weighted her coat, softly plastered her hair to face and skulll.

Not

Sheld been trapped without suspecting a trap had been laid. There was nothing she could do, and no
way out. It wasn't the other guy this time—now it was she who was going to die.

NO!

She heard her own protests. Biting down hard on her lower lip, she relished the taste of warm blood
and the accompanying pain that made her jaw drop to free her skin. The pain, not the dying, was redl.
There was no one waiting to shove cold dirt.

One more touch to the earthen wal and she scrambled to her feet, laughed doud when her head
poked above ground. An unfinished grave, not yet deep enough to keep her in. Another explosive laugh,
defiant and short, and she pressed her hands on the edge and pushed, lifting hersdlf until she could swing
aleg up and over, twis and lie on the grass, daing a the stars that spread to the horizons in their
millions

Oh, my God, she thought, and filled her lungs dowly, pushed the breath out and luxuriated in the
gentle sag of her chest ... riseand fdl ... rigng and fdling ... until she fdt her eydids grow heavy.

"Whoa" she laughed. "What you don't need now, lady, isfdling adeep in a grave-yard.”

She sat up, pulled her legs beneath her, and rose, reaching out for support and find-ing it in a
headstone.

Oh dear, she thought. Someone's dready reserved this space.

Curious, then, she leaned closer, moving so her moon shadow lifted from the engraving.

The name was Helene Bradford's. The date was today's.

It was, of course, impossible.

She had just spoken to the dderly woman not two hours ago. She couldn't have died, had the
arangements made and the grave dug in such a short time.

Another family was the answer. Evenin avillage like Oxrun there had to be more than one Bradford; it
was a common, even famous, New England name.

Nevertheless, her nerves refused to cadm. The night, she decided, was snesking up on her, and if she
didnt start moving soon, sheld be seeing Haloween goblins and ghosts thet didn't have little children
lurking indde them.

With her eyes steadily on the faint lights ahead, she stepped onto the grass, her feet scuffling to warn
her of hidden rocks and invishle, sudden dipsin the ground.

A rasping Sgh, amuffled snarl.

She stopped and turned, her eyes squinting to adjust to the lack of light. But there was only the fant
glow of the tombstones reflect-ing the moon. Ligening before turning to move again. Faster, now, dmost
to her nor-md diride.

A scratching, like anal drawn across soft wood.

She looked back over her shoulder, refus-ing to stop, yet something warning her not to run. Not yet.

The sounds drifted to her right, back to her left. No closer. Mantaining a distance.

The unmigtakable crunch of a heavy weight padding across the grass giff with impend-ing frost.

She opened her mouth to breathe in the night, her pants loud, her footsteps thunder-ing. She began to
hurry, and the saking moved nearer; she dowed, and it fdl back.

Left to right to left to right. Evenly. Toying Cat and wounded bird. Panther and stricken fawn.,

The fence qolit into its diamond spacing the barbed wire danted in toward her. If she ran now, shed
be driven to ground; if she waited, shed never reach the fence and escape—the wire would hold
her. And it was too late to try for the gates.



A hundred yards. Too far. Whatever it was it was swift. Light-footed, powerful, muscles rippling
under a black hide relaxed and unconcerned—it knew it would get whet it wanted. There was no
need to rush.

Hfty yards, and the distance between them narrowed.

Once agan she glanced back over her shoulder. The lawn was a shimmering grey, and empty dl the
way back to the graves. She blinked rapidly.

Saw .. . something.

A fant luminescence, spirding, like adying pinwhed.

Perspiration iced her back, under her arms; trickled obscenely between her breasts. Her lips dried, fet
chapped and ready to lit.

She looked back to her house. Dark. Its white a mottle of black and grey. Then she remembered the
damaged portion of fence, the supports for the barbed wire bent nearly perpendicular to the ground.

She told hersdf she couldn't do it, couldn't bear the ripping pain that would drag her back to the earth.

Shetold hersdlf shehad to do it.

With a downess that threatened crampsin her arms, she did off her coat.

Ten yards, and the sounds died.

Her shoes dipped off her feet. The grass hit coldly into her soles, and her thighs tightened.

Don' think, she ordered. Don't think. Do it!

Almog languoroudy, she looked toward the open lawn again, trying to gauge the distance between
hersdf and her staker. It was her imagination, she was positive, that produced from the spirding red,
twiding gold sparks, a puff of white breath and the lick of a pink rough tongue.

Snaling. It was impatient. Perhaps, she thought hopefully, confused because she re-fused to break
into a run.

The grass crackled.

With a sob, Natalie whirled and tossed her coat over the strands of barbed wire, fol-lowed the moation
indantly by legping, catch-ing at the opening with fingers and toes and hauling hersdlf up. She grabbed at
the coat, heaved, screamed when a cuff of her blouse caught and held.

The snarl rose to an echo of hatred.

She heaved again, franticaly, toppling over the wire heed firg.

Something crashed into the fence, ratling it like chains in a deserted dungeon. Her wrist throbbed and
her shoulder ached where they'd taken the weight of her fal, but she ignored the pain as she leaped to
her feet and dashed up onto the porch.

And the door was locked.

Marc!

She screamed once, was answered by the thing backing away to hurdle the fence. Agan she
screamed and ran down the stairs, darting around the side of the house. Trip-ping over the concrete lead
a the base of the gutter. Driveway gravel gouged into her hands, ripped a her knees as she crawled
desper-ately to the garage and yanked at the heavy doors. They resisted and she kicked at them with her
gocking feet. A scrape, and one gave maddeningly dowly. The fence shook as the thing passed over
and, heedless of the plinters didng into her back, she did insde the windowless building and hauled the
door closed.

There was darkness.

There was athud againg the wood.

Ancther.

And another.

She dropped to the dirt floor and put her head in her lap, her arms crossing over the back of her neck.

A giffling a the tiny gap between doors and drive, a shorting and a pacing tha circled the garage
while she rocked hersdf on her haunches and crooned. Spittle did from the corners of her mouth. She
licked. Licked again.

And the pacing became a frenzied race, a frustrated charge to find an opening where none existed.

And when she redized she was safe as long as the bar across the doors held, Natdie began to laugh.



Chapter 10

DARKNESS WAS absolute. Like sugpension in black water. Sitting was flogting, nothing to give her a
sense of perspective, agrip on that which was red. She had stood, briefly, but not being able to see had
made her dizzy and she quickly crouched to the floor again.

When sensation at last returned and her hysteria had spent itsdf againg the garage's coarse, unpainted
wadls, her arms and legs danced in avidlent trembling she was pow-erless to control. She rode it like an
unbro-ken horse, hugging hersdlf until first her legs, then her ams calmed; and the cold began a sfting
through her skin, up through her buttocks to her spine, penetrating her deeves and collar. A nausegting
mixture of ail, gaso-line and damp earth, dirty rags and dead grass made her somach lurch, and she bent
over, retching dryly while her throat pro-tested and tears scoured her cheeks.

She sat. Thoughtless. Refusing the speculation that would batter down the conscious barrier sheld
erected agand her terror.

Sheraised an arm, turned her wrigt, but the watch's radium did was blank.

At lagt cramps forced her to sraighten her legs, and she massaged her thighs, reached down to rub
hard a her ankles. The burning of her pams againg the rough texture of her stockings was vagudy
pleesng and she worked harder, kneaeding her flesh until she could remove her hands and 4ill fed
radia-ing warmth. To her arms next, scrubbing, gasping once when anal jabbed into her bicep.

And the sound of her gasp made her freeze.

But the garage was slent. The siffling was gone, the thunderoudy persstent race around the smdl
building apparently ended. Faintly, then, the drift of awhining truck. She angled her head, trying to follow
the anchor as long as she could; and when it was gone, she nodded and prepared to consider her
dternatives.

It was obvious that whatever had been sent to her was not immateria enough to pass through the
concrete; it had its limitartions. So long, then, as she remained insde, she would be safe until Marc
returned home. But until that time, she would have to do something to keep from freezing to deeth.

Caefully, she rose to her feet. One hand stretched out before her, dowly scything the ar while she
rotated on her heds. A complete circle had no interruptions. A Sdeways step to the right, and she began
agan. An-other step, and her fingers met cold metd. She sobbed doud and threw hersdf againg the
Olds, draping hersdf over the hood and caressng its smooth curves. She kissed it once, laughing, and
found her way to the door, opened it and clambered in. The seat was cold but she didn't mind; she
twisted over the headrest and fumbled until she found a blanket folded nesily in the corner. A moment
later it was settled around her shoulders, and she inched out from under the steering whed to the
passenger Sde, thumbed open the glove compartment and dlowed hersdf a gasp of pleasure when her
fingers curled around the flashlight Marc had |eft there.

Thelight was dim, but enough to make her turn away until her eyes adjusted. It was a weapon againgt
the night, and she directed it into dl the shadowed corners, nodding at every twinge of recognition urtil
her cheeks ached from her amiling. A check of the car's interior unearthed no traps, only the sains and
smudges and tears and dents of too many memories to sort out in alifetime.

Then she dapped hersdf on the forehead. "You idiot!"

She leaned over and fumbled under the dashboard, gnawing her lips until she fdt the familiar rectangle
of amagnetic keycase. She cursed when it duded her grip and fdl to the floor, and the flashlight punched
white holes until she recovered it, freed the key and inserted it into the ignition.

She hesitated. News stories about people trapped in their garages with the motor running, asphyxiated
by carbon monoxide. She tried to picture the wals, the doors, any place where there might be a crack to
permit the invishble poison to escape; and she sat behind the whed in frozen indecison while tears of
frudtration gathered again.

She pounded the whed with impotent fists, and then blew on her hands to keep them warm. Findly,
with numb fingers, she turned the key.



It coughed twice before catching, and she drummed her nals on the seat beside her, counting the
seconds by one thousand and one urtil, flicking on the fan, a gust of warm ar exploded into the car and
mede her applaud.

She held her hands under it, shoved her feet under it and rubbed them together, Sghing at the pricking
the cold left as it retreated. Then she rolled down the two front windows, she knew it would partidly
defeat her purpose, but caution dictated she suffer an ounce of discomfort in payment for a guarantee of
the future.

This, she thought as she leaned her head back, must be what it's like to be rich.

And as she was drifting into a light-headed doze, she heard someone shouting. It was probably Marc,
and he was probably won-dering what she was doing gtting in the car in the middle of the night in this
garage. She would have to get up. She would have to open the door and step out onto the dirt floor. No.
Thedirt was cold. She didn't want to be cold again. She would wait until Marc came to hep her. But he
couldnt, of course. The doors were bolted. She would have to get up. She would have to open the door
and step on the floor and walk across the dirt to unbolt the doors. But Marc was clever, and he could
figure out away to get indde without having to use a door. There was no window, but she was too tired
to move. Her legs were so comfortable ... and the seat was warm ... and the blanket was just beginning
to fed cozy and soft ... and Marc would have to wait urtil ...

There was a pounding. The shouting was louder. Digurbing her deep. Angry now. Marc was redly
very nice, but very incon-siderate.

The pounding increased, the bar rattled loudly. She could hear her name and it sounded quite pleasant.
Natdie. A nice name. Natdie. Nice. But not the way Marc was ydling it. What will the neighbors think,
for God's sake?

She roused hersdf and did out of the car, fdling againg the hood and dropping to her knees. There
was aroaring in her head apart from the engine's grumbling. She clutched a her temples, but the roaring
refused to be banished. Using the car for balance, she pulled hersdlf up and when she reached the end of
the fender staggered into darkness until she fdl up againg the doors.

Move the bar, she told hersdf. And she sagged againg it, asking just alittle nap to regain her srength.

Something struck the outside, and she jumped back, cursng inaudibly. She threw up the bar and the
door jerked away from her. There was light, a white light off to her right, and in front of her a man
grabbing her arm and pulling her outside.

"It's cold,” she said, tripping over atrail-ing corner of the blanket. "It's cold."

"You know," Marc groused, "thisis getting to be a painin the neck. | mean, every time | get to spend
the night in this place, it's because you've gone and done something to scare the hdl out of me. One of
these days, lady, you're going to drive me to buy one of those blow-up dolls to cuddle with."

Natalie lisened to his complaints, fdt the sheet benesath her and wondered how he managed to get her
undressed without taking one or two smdl pinching liberties here and there. The idea made her grin. She
hed told him everything, and the flush that darkened his forehead had intendfied to an angry red. He
made her drink awarm brandy, then followed with dark steaming tea. He rubbed her arms and legs, and
bundled a fresh blanket around her until she looked down and thought she saw a mummy lying in her
bed.

A sngle lamp glowed in the bedroom's corner. Quietly. A child's nightlight, while he sat on the edge of
the mattress and held tightly to one hand, toying absently with each of her fingersin turn.

"Wdl," he said findly, rluctantly, "I hate to say this, old kid, but | think the bettle's been joined.”

She closed her eyesin agreement. "Who?" she asked in aamdl voice.

"It's obvious now, it it? | mean, espe-cidly after today? Y ou don't think Tod invited us to his soiree
just because he likes my reporting, do you? He's head of the Council, he makes dl the decisons. It's
Ambrose Tod, Nat. Tod, his daughter, Adriana and dl the rest of them. They have something they're
usng to—I don't know what the right word would be—produce, | guess, this thing that comes after you
a night. You, and the others who weren't so lucky.”

Taod, she thought; | have an invitation to my death.



"But why do | get avay?'

"A warning the firg few times, | think, or however many times it happened, or was close to happening.
Tonight, though," and he reached to the nightstand and picked some-thing up, dropped it into her lap.
She gaped, but her hands would not move. It was Ben's ring. "You had it in a pocket of what was left of
your dress.”

"I went to the den this moming,” she said quietly, as Marc retrieved the ring and re-turned it to the
nightstand. "l was going to throw the shoe box away. | guess | just dropped the ring into my pocket.
Marc ..." She looked up, but he was saring at the wall, a something he did not like.

"Nat, | want you to pack up and get out."

It was said. And she hated him for saying it, even though it was the naturd thing to do. She hated him
because she dmost agreed, despite her earlier convictions to stay and fight.

"Drink your tea," he muttered.

"If I keep thisup, I'll be spending the whole night in the john.”

He struggled againgt a smile, and lost.

"And I'm not leaving," she said, groping for his other hand. "If they're dl tha anx-ious to have me ...
dead ... why will moving away solve anything? If | don't die here, I'll diein another town. And ... they do
want me dead.” 1t was strange how cadmly and raiondly the words came out. They do want me dead.
"Not you, though. Not yet. That's why they only, somehow, hide Oxrun from you."

"Maybe before," he said. "But not now, | think. | have afeding I'm on their lig.”

"Dont!" She squeezed his hands until he winced and pulled them gently from her. "Wait a minute™ he
sad. "Let's go down-gtairs and get something to eat, do you mind? | don't know if | can take dl thisin as
fadt as you seem able to.”

There was only a moment's vadillation before she threw aside the blanket and reached for the robe he
held out to her. Embarrass-ment held her hand a second longer than was necessary, and when she saw
him grin, she shook her head. "Isthat dl you can think of ?*

"What? That you could stand to lose a pound or two?'

He exaggerated an examination of her fig-ure while she dipped her ams into the deeves, then ducked
when she spun with adap amed a his head.

"Ye godd" he ydled as she chased him into the hdl and down the stairs. "How | manage to control
mysdf is beyond me. It must be because | don't like taking advantage of dumbbd|s™

At the foot of the gairs he grabbed the post, spun, dipped, and fdl heavily againg the wdl. He sat,
legs poked out in front of him, and Natdie straddled them, hands on her hips.

"What timeisit?'

He checked hiswatch. "Nine-thirty."

"Brother, it feds like two in the morning. What do you want to est?"

"In the kitchen, preferably,” he said.

"Don't get smart, reporter,” and she hed out a hand to pull him up. "Just march.”

They had soup and grilled cheese, after-ward carying their coffee into the living room. Natdie
sudioudy avoided the sofa, preferring to have the porch windows at her back rather than having to
search the shad-ows for 9gns of whirling sparks. Then, while Marc tossed his jacket onto the floor and
kicked off his shoes, she ran back updtairs to the bedroom and fetched the ring. When she returned, he
was sprawled, throw pillows lifting his head, his cup on the rug by histrailing hand.

She hdd up the ring, tossed it to him. "All right,” she said, "the link. | just wish | knew what ... what
powersit had, or if it's only a symbol of whatever it is they're doing.”

"W, it's obvioudy more than a symbal, isn't it." He closed his eyes, his brow lined until he nodded
and looked at her again. "Good. Fine. You saw it on Sam and on Bains. Have you seen anyone dse with
it that you haven't mentioned?"

"No," she said. "Just those two. But Mrs. Bradford told me that Artemus Hal was wearing one, too.
And from the way she told me, | wouldn't be surprised if her husband has one. There's no question that
Tod has something like it. Maybe the firgt one, if there was afirs one.”



"Yeeh," Marc said, a mirthless grin on his face. Natdie did not like the look and glanced away, saw
darknessin the corners of the room and held her breath until she was sure they were only shadows from
the lamp. Take hold, kid, she told hersdlf; then, take hold or youll be screaming your lungs out.

"How many of them are there?' she won-dered aoud, more to hersdf than to Marc.

"I don't know," he said. "It's like a mem-bership card, though. And obvioudy some-thing more” He
held the ring in his padm and rubbed &t it vigoroudy with a thumb. "Oh well, no genie" he said. "And, as
far as | can see, no cabdidic writings on the ingde™ He poked at it with a nail. "It doesn't open, ether.
The Borgias would be disgppointed.”

"All right, Marc, but—"

He sat up suddenly and waved off her exdamation of surprise. "But me no buts, as the man said.
Whatever it is, besides being a pretty ugly ring, we dready know it's the thing that's been protecting you
dl thistime, right?"

| guess so.

"Come on, Nat, use your head! Whenever that beastie has tried to get you, you've been near enough
to the house to cut down on its strength. For God's sake, if it's powerful, real enough to tear a man
apart, then it sure could have come through those glass doors updtairs thet firg night.”

"But tonight—"

" dready told you, Nat. Come on, you're loang your grip and that isn't going to do ether of us any
good. Tonight you had it on you, and it's the only thing that kept it from ... from doing you in. Whoever
sent it must have been awfully mad to make it get as close asit did. You weren't near the house when the
library thing happened, but that was, as| sad, just awaning.”

"Warning," she said softly, thinking of Miriam.

"Right. Whoever directs it can't see through its eyes. He, or she, just says | know where that woman
IS, S0 go there and get her. Mystery number one therefore solved—the ring is whet they're fter.”

"Why didn't they just break in when | was out?"

"Because they didn't know you had it. Not until you started with Mrs. Bradford. Thet tipped them.
Now they know."

"Then," she said, wondering why she fdt so coldly cam, "mystery number two—why do they want it
S0 badly?'

The telephone rang, cutting off his answer. She rose, but stayed by the char when Marc lifted a hand.
"It'sthem," he said, sudden confidencein his voice. "Checking to seeif you're dead.”

The word was as obscene as any sheld ever heard.

"But what if it's Sam?"

"What of it? He has aring, doesn't he?"

"But you said the polices—"

"What | said and what | now know are two different things, love. Answer it, and give hm a heart
attack."

The corridor extended, and she fdt as though she were mired in atunnd at the end of which a tran
waited to run her down. In the kitchen she could only stare at the phone on the wall.

"They won't wait forever, love," Marc whis-pered in her ear. He reached over her shoul-der and
handed her the receiver.

"Nattie? Nattie, isthat you?'

She sammered something, hearing only Elaing's nasd twang.

"Natie, Sam's out at cards again and | thought you and me could have a tak or something. To pass
the time, you know?"

"I'm sorry, Elane. | have work. It's important.”

"Oh, | understand. | just worry about you, you know that.”

"Yes" she said, her mouth dry and tagting of ashes. "Yes, | know."

"Youve heard the latest, | imegine?'

Natdie tipped the recelver so Marc could hear, leaning on her shoulder. She mouthed a name, and he
nodded.



"Yes, | did."

"You did?' Elane sounded incredulous, and Nataie couldn't help adry grin.

"News like thet travels fast, Elane”

"Oh. Yes, wdl, | guessiit does. Helene was such a good woman, too. Heart attack, is that what you
heard?"

"It was" Then, suddenly, she said, "Elaine, will | see you tomorrow night?'

"Wadl, of course, you—"

"Good! What will you be going as?'

A dlence, and Marc patted her head, kissed her lightly on the shoulder.

"Going as? Going as what? To a shower?"

"Oh," Natdie sad, willing to play the role. "I'm sorry, Elaine, | thought we were talking about the same
thing. It doesn't matter, though. Aslong as you get out of the house once in awhile, right?"

"Right," Elaine said, doubt douding her voice. "Right. Well, Nattie, | have to go now."

"Oh, sure,” Nataie said, and hung up without saying good-by.

Marc led her back to the living room, eesing her into the armchair before perching on the window seat
behind her. She could hear hished tgpping lightly againgt the wood.

"She'sfoul.”

"Books and covers, Nat, books and covers™

"Heene didn't have to die, Marc. She didn't have to get involved.”

"You werent the cause, Nat. Don't kid yoursdf."

"No, | was. | was asking about the ring. | saw her gravestone tonight. She was dready marked,
probably from the day | firg brought it up to her. She only made it faster when she pushed Hall about it."

She ligened to the tapping, leaned back and closed her eyes. She marched, then, from point to point
gnce Marc had become in-volved in the ... she struggled for a word. Plot. Yet there was Hill that one
magor question to be answered, one gap to be bridged. The key was in Tod's hands, and the only way
she was going to find it was to show up a the party nobody had thought she would be attending.

When she told Marc, he whistled a long, respectful note. "God, you're some kind of woman,” he said.
"l was going to suggest that before, but | didn't know how you would take it."

"Marc, if I dont—we don't—well be spend-ing the rest of our lives running indde this cage they've
built for us. We can't go to anyone on the outside. Thisis red; and red people don't believe in what's
happening to us. We have to do it, or well be running. For the rest of our lives™

There was pressure on her shoulders, and she reached up to touch Marc's hands, lifted her head to
press a cheek agang his fingers. When he moved to pull her up from the chair, she hed him tightly;
when he buried his hands in her hair, she 9ghed. He stroked her back, reached down and unbdted the
robe; she shivered once as he kissed her, lightly, then fiercdy.

It was dark. Light. A failure the firgt time as tension held her back and made her weep with frustration.
He whispered, cgoled, made her laugh a hersdf while he uncovered the pockets of resstance and
gently caressed them into oblivion. He exclamed, wondered, praised. Natadie watched as the texture of
the room's darkness softened from one of funered vels to warm, enguifing velvet. She responded,
laughing, and held his head againg her breasts and wept again. Slently. Thank-fully. Whispered an
answer to the proposal he had made only that afternoon.

Afternoon.

How many years ago had that been? How many people had died, been buried, had been marked for
burid because they had discovered the secret of Oxrun Station. Empty and full, she scratched his back
lightly, gig-gled at the catlike purring muffled in her chest. All those automobiles, trucks, buses, drifters,
oblivious to the village that had set up a screen of trees and deepy inaction.

"Marc?'

"Hmmmm?'

"Do you think Elaneisredly a part of thisthing?'

"Who wanted you to vigt a psychiarist when you weren't teking Ben's death as wdl as a so-called



normd person would?'

"And Sam?'

"Do you redly think dl that protection was because he cared about you? Or because he wanted to
keep an eye on you?'

Order in the Court. Mrs. Natdie Windsor, plantiff, accuses Mrs. Elane Windsor, defen-dant, of
involvement in aplot to murder her, drive avay her lover, and control the popula-tion of Oxrun Station
for reasons unknown, unsubstantiated, unbdievable. Isnt it true, Mrs. Windsor, that the deeth, the
violent death of your policeman husband caused you a great ded of menta anguish? So much so, in fact,
that your closest friends consstently and futildy advised you of the necessity of vigting a professond
counsglor who would assist you in regaining your touch with redl-ity? Ian't it true that you refused to seek
this assistance? What do you have to say in answer to those who have tedtified as to the state of your
mind during this year and a hdf snce that tragedy? They are your friends, Mrs. Windsor. You should
have ligened to them.

"Marc?'

"Hmmm?'

"Do you bdlieve in the supernaturd ?*

"Ghods, you mean?'

"I think s0."

"No. Not ghosts. Something else, maybe, but not ghosts.”

"Then ... it isnt Ben coming back?"

"No, don't be glly. Not Ben. He was part of it, Nat. He had a ring, too, remember? Not Ben.
Something dse”

The radio communication the night Ben died. She replayed it, and findly caught the words in that last
frantic exchange. Don't believe it ... it isn't ... have to shoot ... oh, my God! ... promised, he
promised ... oh, my God, Sam! Not that he didn't believe what he was seeing; he didn't believe that
what he was seeing was coming after him! He had done something, jeopardized the plan, and had paid
for it. He was part of something and never said a word to her. No wonder he didn't care about the
promotion Sam received ingtead of him; he had other plans. Greater plans.

"Nat?'

"Hmmm?'

"Nat, the way this is going now, when they learn we know what's happening—or, rather, when they
think we findly know what's happening—therés going ... Nat, we may have to kill somebody to protect
oursglves. Somebody may have to die to end this™

"Areyou asking meif | can do it?'

"y es"

Conceivable. That, if the Oxrun plan suc-ceeds, it may spread to other, larger commu-nities, towns
that will vanish dowly but inexorably from the sdes of highways and turnpikes, towns that will turn away
drifters, or murder them, and incorporate themsdlves into something increesngly more powerful. And
someone e<e like Miriam or Helene Bradford or the man with the dirty coat will have to die because
they didn't know, or in knowing didn't believe urtil it was too late.

"Marc? | can doit. I'm not sure. When it comes to it, when | have to face it, | may change my mind.
But right now, if you ask me, | can do it

"You are one fine remarkable woman, Nataie Windsor."

"Clayton, supid. Natalie Clayton.”



When the sun rose, she was lying againg his chest, and in her dreams a panther stalked.

Chapter 11

THEY DECIDED ther Saturday was best played normdly. Marc reasoned that suspicions could twist
into action unless they were able to convince Tod and the others that, though they might be confused,
they were dill inno-cent of the enormity of the plot. It would be better, at least, than hiding in corners
wait-ing for the sun to go down.

"I'm going to go to the office”

Nataie pouted as she poured him a second cup of coffee. But the reaction was unreason-able, she
thought, Snce she had decided to put time in the library to make up for Friday. It just seemed to her to
be more naturd that on a Saturday Marc should stay in the house and do whatever it was men did on
their days off.

"Dederson,” he explained then. "I Ieft the preliminary article on his desk lagt night, and | want to see if
he's read it yet. It could be abig break.”

"It will be," she said, dtting opposite him. "Ligten, you're pretty good, you know. You don't have to
worry about losng your job. That old creep doesn't dare let you go.”

"If I'm s0 vauable, how come I'm not meking twenty grand a year?"

"Y ou're too young. Y ou need seasoning.”

He laughed, touching her hand as he emp-tied his cup. "Seasoning is for poultry. Money isfor people.”

"Do you redly care dl that much for money?'

His face presaged another jest, but he pushed back his chair and stood. "No, kid, not redly. I've done
without it thislong, | don't think | need dl that much. Besides, | dready have what | want.”

"Gold digger.”

"Oh, sure”

She grinned. "1 mean, dope, that Cynthia Tod would have you in aminuteif you let her."

"Her? Hey, 1'd be a full-fledged eunuch ten minutes after the ceremony. I'll bet she has a collection of
scaps amilelong.”

"Go to work," she ordered. "Cdl me when you get a chance."

"Youll be careful, right?'

Immediately, her mood darkened dightly, but she shook it off and nodded. "I'll be as normd as ever.
And believe me, I'll be careful

"All right,” he said. "Aslong as youre—"

"Confound it, Marc. Will you please get out? You're meking me nervous hovering around like thet.
Go! Cdl! Well have lunchif | can get away.”

He hesitated, bent and kissed her cheek. "I could eesly get used to this, you know," he whispered.
"S0 get used to it, dready. Get going!”

And after he left, she filled the kitchen with sound, humming mdodies of songs long forgotten,
dattering the dishesin the Snk as she ignored the washer for a little exercise and the comforting ging of
hot water, the scrape of furniture, the dap of arag as she dusted briskly.

Updtairs to change a ruffled blouse prom-isng glimpses of her breasts; a dark green suit with a skirt
Miriam would have been proud of; a matching cardigan to replace her ruined coat Marc had retrieved
from the fence. She considered piling her hair into a bun, decided instead to dlow the auburn a chance to
fight with the sun.

Waking, then, in aworld of dtered per-ception, seeing the Station from an angle unthought of before
her troubles began and the nightmare became redl. The Pike and its one-way traffic, the businesses on
Centre Street—just the right proportion of low-cost and privileged establishments to keep the inhabitants
from draying too far for tharr needs. For those who worked within Oxrun itsdlf, it was entirdy possible
they could attend their entire lives without breaching the village limits



The old men were on ther benches, and she paused to kibitz a while, returning their amiles and
tolerance with such good humor that severd had to look away in embarrass-ment.

A police car drifted by, and its grey-and-white was an dien thing, like a shark pass-ing through quiet
cord waters on itsway to a distant, leisurdly kill.

Whoa she told hersdlf, be cool, lady, be coal.

The library was unusudly busy, with hordes of children in the stacks searching for stories like the ones
their teachers had told them the day before the holiday. Many were a-ready in costume, tramps and
princesses and a smattering of skeletons with wrinkled black between the faded white bones. There was
a huge crystd bowl on the main counter, filled with single-bite bits of candy, and Arlene Bains seemed
hard pressed to keep track of those who were returning for thirds and fourths. When Natdie entered,
she looked up with a pleafor help, and Natdie couldn't resst a sympathetic amile.

"Boy," she said, taking refuge behind the horseshoe, "youve got fans today, haven't you?"

Arlenes characterless face flushed. "l could do without dl this nonsense, you know. A pagan adjunct
to a Chridian parody, that's dl it is. Garbage." And she turned away to swipe a a hobo whose gicky
hands were reaching up over the desk.

"Charity, charity,” Natdie muttered.

"Charity, crgp!" Arlene said. "Look at the way they go for that tooth-rotting Suff. It reminds me—"

"Arlene, pleasa!” She fought an impulse to cdl her a Scrooge, and didn't want her to spail the clouds
of laughter and squedls the children rose to the vaulted caling. "But I'll say this, libraries were never like
thisin my day.”

"Or ming" Arlene agreed, and Natdie quickly left before there was an acid qudifica-tion.

There was little in the office to occupy her for more than a couple of hours, and after sheld placed the
lst |etter in its envelope, the last voucher in its file, she stood by her rear window and looked out over
the pocket park in the back. There, too, the old men were gtationed with their reds and blacks and
sculptured ingruments of intdlectud warfare. By standing as close to the pane as possible, she could
look down onto the park-ing lot and see Adrianas sation wagon solitary inits specia dot.

Animpulse grew. She wrestled with it, caled it foolhardy and dangerous; it would serve no purpose
except to aggravate further antagonism.

"Oh, wdl," she said as she I&ft the room. "Y ou only live once, right?'

She stood outsde the Director's office, fussed with her dothes—pulling the ruffles aside with a
sf-satisfied grin—and knocked lightly on the door, stepping in without waiting for a summons.

Adriana was ganding by a bookcase on the right-hand wal. There was a glassin her hand, empty, and
inthe other a faceted decanter of amber liquid. When Natalie walked in, she looked up, startled, and her
face paled, her lips pressed tightly together and vanished.

"Good morning, Adriana," she said with as much dckening sunshine as she could mus-ter. "Do you
have anything for me today? There was less than | thought piled up after yesterday."

"You, uh, weren't supposed to be in to-day,” Mrs. Hdl findly ssammered. "l mean, | was under the
impression you were going to take the day off."

Nataie shrugged. "It's better than dtting home feding sorry, Mrs. Hdl. | mean, life does go on, you
know."

Adriana recovered dowly, covering her con-fusion by replacing glass and decanter and taking her
place behind the protection of her desk. She shuffled through some papers, set-ting aside some, placing
othersin apilein front of her. Then she sat and folded her hands tightly.

"Natdie, I've been meaning to talk to you." Her voice had recaptured the actress timbre her surprise
had smothered, and Nat-die fdt the pleasure of confrontation on her terms dipping rgpidly away.
"Natdie, I'm beginning to wonder—and only wonder, mind you—just how suited you think you are for
the position you now hold.”

Attack and counterattack. The tactic was obvious, but that didn't stop her temper from champing. "If
you wish me to be as objective as | can be, Mrs. Hal, then | would have to say that I'm about as
qudified as anyone for my job. At any rate, more so than anyone now working in the library.”

"I thought you'd say that." She opened her hands, refolded them and leaned heavily on her forearms.



"You see, the Coundil is con-sidering a further cutback in funds due to the state of the economy. Not
only in the country, but in Oxrun itsdf."

'And you seem to think they're looking for ways to cut gaff without cutting efficiency. And that would
seem to me to indicate that a director can handle anything on the ad-minidrative leve, without an
assigant.”

Adriana let the supposition pass without comment. She lifted a pen from the center drawer and began
doodling on a pad in front of her. Nataie watched slently, wishing Marc were there to see this new
phase of attack; chip away at the anchors that held her to the Station, and once cut off, dimination
would be easier and far less conspicu-ous. And she didn't consder it at dl unlikdy that Bains had been
poring over her bank statements looking for a loophole in the mortgage.

It should have been dismaying, but Marc's fierce keenness for the hunt and engagement had
trangmitted something of itsdf to her, and she fdt a decidedly uncharacteristic exhilaration. There was no
such animd as a drategic advance to the rear. Grant's dictum to Lee, ingteed: attack, and attack again.
Bangs, not Eliot's whimpers.

"Have you nathing to say, Natalie?'

"What can | say, Mrs. Hall?' She shrugged an attitude of no concern. "If you're going to diminate the
position, then diminate the pogition. If not, why worry me with uncer-tainties? It's not, if you don't mind
my saying s, the best way of bresking the newsto me"

"I would just like you prepared in case of the eventudity.”

"And how eventud isit, Mrs. Hdl?'

Adriana made as if to rise, thought better of it and leaned back in her chair. "How eventud? | redly
cannot say, but | had hoped you'd take it in the spirit in which it was given and gtart sending out queries
S0 you won't be without an income for very long."

Natdie backed toward the door. "Mrs. Hall, | do take it in the spirit that you gaveit. And | don't want
you to think that I'm not grateful.”

"That'sdl right, Natdie." She amiled with-out emotion, and the result was a desth mask. "l just want
to help you. Y ou mean a great ded to me, you know. More than | usudly dlow my employees to get.”

"I'm flattered.” She opened the door be-hind her, turned, then looked back over her shoulder. "By the
way, was that what Am-brose Toa was tdling you in the park yester-day after the funerd? That | was
going to be diminated?"

Adriana opened her mouth, shut it tightly and glared. "Youve made an error, my dear. I'm afraid |
wasn't near the park yesterday. Miriam's services quite overwhemed me. All those people ... | didnt
think she had so many friends" Natdie spotted a sudden dip in the mask, atic a the corner of her
mouth, a dight increase in the rise and fdl of her chest. "I was overcome. | didn't know. No," and she
shook her head. "No, | went sraight home to bed.”

"My mistake, Mrs. Hdl. I'm sorry. And, by the way, I'll be leaving around four today. Is that dl right
with you?"

Adriana nodded. Natalie watched her s-lently for a moment, then closed the door quietly and stepped
to theraling to look down onto the lobby. Arlene was bustling behind the counter, a parttime college girl
condantly bumping into her as they strug-gled to make up for Miriam's leaving. The girl moved dully, as
though in deep, and Natdie rubbed her chin thoughtfully. Then she hurried down the sweep of dtairs and
headed back into the stacks. In Arlene's hand she had seen a portion of a printout, but Natdie didn't
think she needed it anymore; she was sure she could remember enough to make a quick condusve
check.

She and Marc had been right. The misang titles had not been repurchased. The replace-ment books
were bland and innocuous, and she had to search for over an hour before she found a Sngle volume on
reigion of any kind other than paganism and myths, it was a dim book on comparative studies tucked
into a dusty corner out of place and obvi-oudy long forgotten.

She thought of Sam's sudden aversion to blagphemy. Of Arlen€e's reaction to the chil-dren's Haloween

games.



She wandered, her eyes skimming titles until they blurred into a sameness that made her dizzy. Her
somach rumbled, and a little girl Stting cross-legged on the floor looked up and giggled. Nataie amiled
down at her, mouthed I'm starving, and moved into the next aide. Automaicaly, her hand dusted dong
the spines, feding the weight of the words behind the raised gold, the swirls of color, the Smple designs
not hidden by dustcovers. Her neck developed a tightness as she scanned the upper shelves and she
paused, rubbing, face down and not seeing the carpeting or the tiny pockets of dust and lint that had
gathered at the green metdlic bases.

Shefroze.

Her left hand pulled at her waistband, and she turned to see who was watching her. But the library
was dill frantic, Arlene il occu-pied with children and the incompetent girl.

Sowly, then, she kndt. On the bottom shdf was a book, shorter than its compan-ions, and thinner,
bound in nonreflecting black. On the spine near the bottom was a slver embossed shied, within which
were two red dots slit down the center by a slvered erratic line She reached out a hand, yanked it
back and brushed it nervoudy adong her thigh. Again she reached out and touched the book, gingerly,
waiting for some arcane expression of hatred at her discovery. Beneath her finger she fdt the grit of
accu-mulated dirt even though the book itsdf appeared to be new. It ressted her firg attempt to draw it
out. Stuck, she thought, and withdrew her hand. The voices behind her took on a curious buzzing qudity
that tickled her ears. Her knees complained, and she snatched at the book, yanking it out and dropping it
onto the floor. The front cover faced her. Blank. Except for the center, and the red. and siver.

She didn't want to touch it again, but it would be foodlish to leave it, though she didn't know exactly
why. Biting at the ingde of her cheek, she lifted it as though it had bristles dripping instant poison, then
grabbed at a shdf and pulled hersdf up. The buzzing grew louder. She shook her head and rushed back
to the gtairs, paying no atention to Arlengs sharp cdls for assstance.

But another woman's voice made her grip the raling tightly before she was hdfway up; and, tucking
the book out of Sght by her hip, she looked down and saw the clerk suddenly deferentid, practicaly
fanning over the attention of a customer in a tight-fitting sable coat. At firg she thought it was Cynthia,
but the bearing was too diff, the voice too deep, and alift of her head identified her as Ambrose's wife.
She mumbled something, and Arlene nodded, jerking her thumb up and behind her. Indtinctivey, Natdie
looked up a Adrianas door. Mrs. Tod immediady snapped at the temporary assstant, scrib-bled
something on a scrap of paper and shoved it into her hand. At the same mo-ment, Christine looked up
and gmiled into Natalie's stare.

Reaction was automatic; she indined her head only enough for the acknowledgment to be seen, then
forced her legsto carry her up to the gdlery. She stopped at her door, turned, eased back to the raling
and saw the girl return empty-handed. Saw the frown on Mrs. Tod's face and the smpering bend of
Arlene's back.

Through the leve of noise that rose toward her, Natalie heard one word dearly: mistake.

Bingo, she thought.

She didn't bother to clear her desk of its clutter; rather, she arranged things purpose-fully, setting pen
and note pad close a hand in case she should be interrupted. Then she dashed off a few words on the
top page so that anyone looking down would think she was in the middle of a letter.

The book lay in the center of her lap, below the levd of the desk’'s top. Carefully she opened it,
flipping past the end pages. There was no title or mention of copyright or publisher. On the firg page,
one word only:

EYE

On the second page, a dngle sentence: There is nothing the EYE cannot see when properly
directed.

Thethird page: To direct the eye, open the lid; to open the lid, call the NAME; to call the
NAME, PREPARE.

And the fourth: There is no time in the light of the EYE.

Gibberish, she thought, disdainful and dis-appointed. Gibberish in a private printing on a private press.



She read on, turning the pages rapidly, seldom finding more than a dozen words on a page, the contents
of which were nether difficult nor profound—a patchwork thesis, apparently, of a philoso-phy not
referred to by name, not given a title, possessing no tenets other than the vague references to something
cdled the Eye. At fird, she was reminded of personad dynamics dinics which assured success through
inner improvement and the encour-agement of overwhdming confidence. But reflection had her decide
that this had been written by someone who needed a judtifica-tion for wedth unworked for, an insecure
individud who was searching for a labd on which he could paste a reason for affluence that otherwise
might vanish like afog before the wind.

Sdf-indulgence, she thought, and was about to toss the book onto her desk when she turned over a
page-large sketch of the cover's desgn. This time, however, the two dots and wavy line were done in
broad strokes within a broken-line outline of a head. It was defi-nitdy fdine, though the ears were less
pointed and stretched back toward its neck. The cheekbones were higher, the mouth more human than
animd. She stared, Ietting her imagination color it in, fill it out, and what she saw was the menace of her
nightmares.

Impossible, she thought, but the reaction was weak. A demon? But no mention any-where of Satan,
Puto, any one of the famil-iar underworld denizens, no talk of covens, caldrons, sacrifices to the risng
un.

She leaned back in her chair, fdt it give and present her with a view of the celing and its acoudticd
ripples and rills When she had problems to sort out, she would wipe her mind clear of extraneous
thought by mentaly connecting what lines she saw, forming picturesin the caling much like children form
images out of clouds. Thistime, however, dl she found was the face of the cat.

"All right, then,” she whispered. "Read on, and find the spell to conjure that thing.”

But when she again located the sketch and turned the next page, it was blank. As were dl the others,
nearly fifty of them.

"Now thisisdumb," she said. "Thisisincredible.

Anger made her hands tremble. She re-turned to the beginning and reread, trying to find depth behind
the words, the symbolism in the phrases.

And by two o'clock she had given up. She dammed the book into a drawer, reached for the phone
and caled the Herald office. Marc, however, had |t a noon to have lunch at the Inn with Dederson.
No, the woman who answered said, she didnt know when they'd be back but yes, Dederson had
seemed ex-cited and Marc was in better humor than he'd been in weeks.

"At last!" Natalie said to the empty room. Now if he would only appear to wave amagic wand that
would solve her problems as well.

She blinked.

A noisg, rigng, driking a hystericd pitch and subsding dmost indantly. The sound separated itsdf as
she stepped around her desk, and she redized she was ligening to, had been hearing but paying no
dtention to an argument in Adrianas office. She pressed her ear againgt the wall, but the words remained
indiginct. She glanced a her door; hestation was minimd and she moved swiftly to the gdlery. The
library was 4ill crowded and a quick check over the raling assured her Arlene and the girl were dill
ensconced behind the counter. Then she moved back and stood by the paneled door, nearly sum-bling
back when she redized it was not closed dl the way, and the voices were clear above the noise from
below.

"l don't care what you think! | don't care! Not anymore. It's too much and |—"

"Jesus Chrigt, put down that glasd”

"And don't talk like that in this room. If you're going to use language like that, you can get out now."

"You are insane, you know that? Y ou are redly, absolutely insane. Y ou sound like that disgusting cop,
for crying out loud. And who do you think you are, giving me orders?"

"Please, Chridtine, don't talk likethat. | ... I'm just confused. The gin—"

"Forget the girl. She's dead. Period. No loss. | have more important things to worry about just now.
Like where you put that book!"

"Chridine, you mugt be deaf. You mug be. I've said a million times | do not know where the hdll that



book is, and if you don't stop asking me, I'm going to scream your goddamned ears off.”

"You do not know. Just like thet, is that right? Y ou do not know. Wdll, lisen, my dear, you had better
know. And you had better know by tonight. Ambrose is going to be awfully annoyed.”

"Chridine, you can't tdl him!"

"It's dways interesting when Ambrose gets annoyed. Of course, sometimes he only talks a lot. On the
other hand ..."

"Oh, my God, please! | don't know. It was there, and now it's gone."

"Tonight, my dear. She isgoing to be there, you know. And thistime there isn't going to be an end until
thereisan end.”

A slence. The dattering ticking of glass againg glass.

"You know, I'm beginning to think per-haps you don't belong with us, Adriana"

"Chridine, don't say that. Not ever. Never say that. I've done alot, you know, and you cant tak to
methat way.'

"Vey wdl, I'm sorry.”

"You don't sound it."

"l am not accustomed to begging, Adriana."

"Il find the book, believe me. That girl you sent me probably moved it."

"Shel's doing just fine. Don't blame your mistakes on her.”

"Hne, hal Arethey dl like that out there now?

A rudling, then, a shifting of cloth againgt lesather.

"Some. It affects them in the beginning like that. But they do get over it."

"Wdl, | hope so. There have been com-plaints.”

"It will pass, Adriana. It will pass.”

Ancther rudling.

"I will drop in later to see—"

"Il find it, Il find it! Now will you please get off my back?

Nataie scurried into her office and eased the door closed, her hand tight on the knob urtil she could
engage the catch soundlesdy. And despite the sunlight and closed win-dows, the room seemed cold, the
trees out-side brittle and ready to shatter at the firs bresth of wind. She backed away until the desk
prodded her legs and turned her around. A pam touched the desk's top as though she expected it to be
gove hot.

It was dl true.

All the speculations and haf-formed theo-ries about conspiracy and control, dl of it true and the key
was the book she had hidden in her drawer.

The book, and thering.

She was twice a target now.

She giggled, sucked in her lips to difle the sound.

Twice atarget: the book, because it has some vaue as a guide to Tod's power; thering ... she shook
her head, plucked at her blouse.

And uttered a startled scream when the telephone rang.

Chapter 12

"IDIOT!" SHE whispered, and clenched a fig to cam hersdf. A glance at the door to see that it was
dill closed, and she lifted the receiver, pressed it agangt her somach. A deep breath and a hand across
her forehead.

"Na? Thisis Sam."

She pinched herdf to keep from burging into tears, curdang the weskness that shoved her
continuoudy from decision to indecison. Then she pushed her hip hard againg the desk.



"Sam, what can | do for you?' Jugt the right amount of pleasure a hearing his voice, yet sufficient
professond overlay to indicate she was otherwise occupied and didn't have dl day to gossp.

"Nat, I've been thinking about Ben."

His voice was strained, an oddly hearten-ing sound.

"What's the matter, Sam?' Sympathy, now; and it was bitter on her tongue.

"l was doing some checking of the thingsyou gave me" He chuckled indulgently. “Elaine didnt
much care for those trophies and things in the house. They sort of made my own contributions to fame
kind of puny.”

Get to the point, she thought. "W, | doubt that, Sam. More likdly, she was just jedous.”

"Thet | can definitdy say she was, Nat."

"W, what's the problem? Don't you want them anymore or something?"

"Good grief, no, nothing like that. 1 was just wondering, though, if ... wdl, thisis going to come out dl
wrong, see, o | don't want you to get mad, okay?'

"Get mad? What for? He was your brother aswdl as my husband, Sam.”

"Hne Good. I'm glad you see it that way, Nattie. Maybe | should just say it out straight and you can
take it, hopefully, the way | mean it, okay?"

"Okay. Whatever you say." The game was wearing thin, and with a glance a the wall, she suspected
what his next question would be.

"Wdl, | was wondering, Nat, if you ever ... wel, of course, you clean the house and dl, but in doing
things like that, | wondered if you ever came across anything of Ben's that you didn't want." A pause not
long enough for her to interrupt. "I mean, | don't know if you would ever throw anything out, Nat— "

"Not without talking with you or Elanefird, Sam.”

"—but maybe you found something that you just stashed away and forgot. | was kind of thinking of
him the other day, you know, and I'd hate to see anything of hislogt. Y ou know what | mean.”

"Sam, you're worrying about nothing. | do clean the house once in a while, you know,” and she
laughed to prove she hadn't taken his prying as intruson. "And | haven't found anything more. It was dl
cleaned out after the funerd. All of it

"Wdl ... | don't know ..."

"Sam! Do you mean to tdl me you think I'm holding something out on you? ' Another laugh, while her
right hand picked up a pencil and jabbed its point fiercdy into the desk. It snapped on the third try, but
she continued to punch with it.

"Dont be dlly, Nattie, but ... remember when you came to my office a while back? | showed you a
ring | sad I'd admired on Ben? Wdl, | might have given you the impresson that it was hisring thet | had.”

"You didn't, Sam. You said you had it made, remember?

"Greet! I'm glad you do remember. What happened was, | got to thinking maybe you knew where his
ring was. | was taking to Elaine the other night, see, saying that it was redlly stupid of me to go and have
this thing made and pay dl tha money when | could have ... well, could have been wearing Ben's. It
would mean alot more, if you know what | mean.”

"I know what you mean," she said. "'l know exactly what you mean."

"Natdie, are you dl right?'

She looked down at the hand gripping the pencil and shook her head; then she cau-tioned hersdf with
adight but painful jab at her leg. "I'm fing, Sam. It's just been a hard day. Everyone's rather tight around
here. Miriam Burke and dl. And there's aton of kidsin for free candy, and folks are gobbling the books
like they were calories. It's been adrain isdl. You don't sound so good your-sdf, in fact. | would have
thought you'd be flying high because you captured that mur-derer.”

"Oh. Wdl, of course I'm happy and every-thing, but it's never fun killing a man. Even if he was crazy.”

"Was he?' She knew her voice sounded hard, but it was dl she could do to keep from screaming out
her hatred. "Was he redlly crazy?'

"Asabat."

"Sam, I've been wanting to ask you—"

"No, Nattie, | don't think o, if | guess your question. He was just a drifter. It would have to be some



coincidence for him to have been here that long ago. | think maybe he just heard about it somehow, and
being crazy, wdl, he ... you know."

"Yes | guess| do."

"Wdl, fine, Nat, and I'm glad you're okay. And you're sure you don't have thering.”

"Never found it, Sam." He wasn't—

Sam, she thought, what do you want from me?

"No, he wasn't buried with it. Only the wedding ring.”

"Oh. Wdll. It was jugt a thought.”

"And | appreciate the thought behind the thought. | know you loved him alot." And you didn't have to
say that, you idiot, she told hersdlf. Knock it off before you get caught with your symbols down.

"Okay, Nat. And look," he said as she was taking the receiver from her ear. "Nat, you 4ill there?'

"Yes, Sam. And don't worry. If | should come acrossiit, I'll bring it right over. | wouldn't know what to
do with it, anyway."

"Okay, kid. Thanks alot. And hey, I'm sorry to bother you like this. | guessit ill kind of hurts to talk
about it."

"No," she said. "Not anymore. Not for awhile”

She listened, heard nothing until the line broke and the did tone shrilled.

So, she thought, Marc was more right than he knew when he said the battle had been joined. And the
opposition was working itsdf into a mild, dangerous panic. A missng book, a missng ring; the former
was dill her secret, but the latter she was positive they knew about, if only because they hadn't been able
to kill her yet. If only she could deci-pher what more there was to that miserable piece of jewery.

"Youre just going to have to be patient,” she whispered to the Slent telephone.

Petience, however, was beyond her. She caled the Herald again, but Marc was dill out. Then make
work occupied her for the next hour, findly drove her to grab her heavy sweater and leave the office. At
the gdlery's top step she paused, then retraced her steps to Adrianas room, knocked and went in.

Mrs. Hal was seated behind her desk, staring out the window. Natdie stood S-lently for a moment,
then coughed discreetly into a closed fist. The Director didn't move, and Nataie frowned. A quick check
of the office reveded nothing in the way of violence that might have erupted after her argument with
Chridtine, nothing at dl except an empty decanter.

"Adriana?'

The woman remained ill.

"Mrs Hdl?'

She stepped farther into the office, then dropped her coat on the leasther couch and hurried around the
desk. Adriands face was pde, drawn; her eyes were open, but there was no reaction when Natdie
passed a hand before them. She picked up her right hand and fumbled until she located a pulse, dow but
regular. The woman had passed out, and neither a good shaking nor a shout directly into her ear could
bring her out of it.

"You know something,” Natdie said, hands on hips, "I think you're more frightened than | am, lady."
And she was calmed.

She looked around the room, then rolled the whedled chair to the couch. Without insuring much
agang bumps and bruises, she pushed and prodded Adriana from her seat onto the divan and took off
her shoes, loosened her buttons at her throat. Two fingers lowered her eydids, and when she Ieft there
was the faint but unmistakable sound of snoring.

"Dont tdl me you're leaving dready,” Arlene cdled to her before she reached the bottom step.

Natdie shook her head and moved over to the desk. "Just saving mysdf another trip upgtairs. | have
until four today.” And she dumped her wrap a the end of the horseshoe.

"Nuts" the banker's wife said. "Don't tdl me | have to lock up.”

"Sorry about that, but | have things to do. Meanwhile, what's new?"

And while Arlene grumbled, she leaned cardlesdy againg the counter and checked each of the
library's visble acoves and specidized areas. The children had gone; there were dill severd adults
browsing around the magazine racks and in the stacks. But the old men had deserted their benches, none



were ingde. Arlene saw the direction of her glance and snorted. "They said it was getting too cold. Next
thing you know they'll be taking over dl the reading rooms. | wish Mrs. Hdl would just keep them out.”

"Why?' Natdie said. "Where ese are they going to go? The police dation”?"

"Oh, forget it," Arlene snapped and grabbed for the Fine Book and the eectronic calculator.

Touchy, Natdie thought, checked the clock on the wall, and began to wander, sraight-ening a book
here, replacing one that had been stuck back incorrectly. For five minutes she crawled on the childrens
section floor poking around for a missng puzzle piece, and found it under the lid it had come in; she
picked up three plagtic covers without magazines, two scarves, three mittens, and an empty coin purse
guffed with candy wrap-pers—these she carried over to the desk and dropped into the lost-and-found
drawer with dl the other articles discarded and forgotten. She asked where the new gil had gone, and
Arlene muttered something about hunting for a stolen book, a best sdler they'd gotten in the day before.
Natalie only nodded.

FHve minutes before four, she heard a door dam and saw Adriana weaving from her office to the
washroom.

"Okay," shefindly said, fishingin her purse for her keys and tossng themin front of Arlene. "My time's
up. I'm free and I'm going. Have a good night.”

"Will | seeyou later?'

Natdie paused as she was turning away. "Later?"

"At the Tods. Weren't you invited to that costume thing tonight? You know, witches and ghosts and
dl that.”

"Oh. Wdll, as amaiter of fact | was. Yes, | was"

Arlene amiled at her for the fird time that day. "What are you going as, if it isnt a secret?’

Nataie was about to say she hadn't given it a thought, but an unbidden image crossed her mind and
she grinned back. "The firg woman monk."

Arlene scowled. "I don't know that that's appropriate, Natdie"

"Why not? It's a costume, isn't it?"

"Wdl ..." She was obvioudy goaded to say more, but tightened her lips and tested the desk's drawers,
their harsh rattling a loud reproof.

Keeping her left hand tucked into her pocket where she'd suffed the book when she left her office,
Natalie waved an abrupt good night and hurried outside.

It was cold, the sun dready below the horizon and gradudly pulling the light after it. Frost was laying
streaks of dlittering white on the benches and grass. There was no wind, and for that she was grateful as
ghe trotted to the corner and waited for a break in the traffic. The shadows that followed her to Fox
Road seemed too fragile for even aleef to land on sefely.

At the corner she decided to walk to the newspaper office and surpriss Marc with company on the
way home. Her spirits had been buoyed after her exchange with Mrs. Bains, her mind reding with
vaiaions she could have played, and she was dmaost beyond the church before she heard someone
cdling her name. She stopped, looked behind her, then across the Pike to the rectory where Karl
Hampton was ganding on the lawn, beckoning. She waved, would have gone on, but he moved to the
Sdewak and stood there, waiting.

"Now what?' she muttered as she crossed the street.

"Natdie" he sad, taking her right hand strongly. "I'm glad | caught you before you got away from me
agan."

"Oh," she said, "should | be flattered, Karl?"

He seemed confused, then released her hand and tucked his chin toward his chest. "Wdl, | don't
know about that, Nataie—"

"Oh, come on, Karl! | was just kidding. Y ou aways take things too literdly, you know that?"

"No, | hadn't known that," he said seri-oudy, frowning as though consdering the consequences of
what sheld said. "No, infact, I've dways—"

"Karl, come on! What can | do for you?'

"Do for me? Why, nothing, Nattie." He looked up again and stood with legs spread and hands clasped



behind his back. He gazed up at the belfry and released, dowly, a deep, long breath. "I was just going
through some old books of mine—the parish regigter, you know—and | started thinking about you and
Ben and your wedding day."

"You and the rest of the world,” she murmured, then waved off his quizzicd look. "Nothing. | was
taking to mysdf."

"Oh." He accepted the explanation without pursuit and returned to a contemplation of the ravaged
remains of his church. "Well, | was thinking about that day, and | wondered if you do, too?" His amile
was guileless, and she shook her head.

"Hardly ever anymore, Karl."

"Oh, that's a shame."

"I don't think so. | mean, he's dead eigh-teen months now, and | have other interests.”

"I know." He began arocking on his heds. "I've seen you in his company.”

Now this is the limit, she thought. "Karl, you're not going to warn me agang Marc, are you? Or
maybe you're just looking for the rights to the service."

Hampton ceased his rocking and swiveled to look down &t her, hisface hard with displeasure. "Nattie,
you know | have only your best interests a heart. Since you were married in my church by my hand
once, | think it behooves me to see that you don't get hurt.”

"Nicering," she said, nodding at the hand tugging at his white collar. "Ben had one like it, you know."

No word games here as he snapped his hand back out of sght. "I don't want to keep you from your
gopointment, Nataie.

"Thanks, Karl. It's dill anicering." And as she strode away, grinning, she heard his heds following,
turn aside and snap up the walk to his front porch. Deciding she had dready made it tough enough for
hersdf in whatever was coming, she resisted the temptation to turn around and wave. She only wished
sheld had an opportunity to tel him about the monk's costume; it would have been a ddight to see him
grangle on hisfury.

The Herald plant was empty except for a woman gtting just in front of Dederson's office. Natdie
stood at the door, waiting to be recognized, then wove past the desks and asked how long it would be
before Marc returned from his afternoon mesting with his editor.

"Oh," the woman said, "He's come and gone, Miss ..."

"Mrs. Windsor."

"Oh, yes, Mrs. Windsor." No judgment, only a filing for future reference. "Well, he came in around
three and ran right out again. He said something about running up to Harley for helf an hour.”

"Harley?' It was a fair-szed community some twenty miles up the Mainland Road, and she wondered
adoud why he had to go there without caling her fird.

The woman shrugged. "Don't know why, maam. He just ran in and out. Y ou know how heis”

"I'm afrad |1 do. Wdll, would you tdl him | was here? And to cdl me as soon as he gets back? I'd
appreciate it."

Sure.

Nataie hovered, hoping the woman would volunteer something more, but when it was evident the
conversation had ended, she headed back to the door, stopped a Marc's desk. There was a pad in the
center of his blotter, and on it, two dots with a straight line bisecting the space between them; be-side the
design, an excdlamdtion point, and the letter D.

Dederson had aring. And why not? Con-sidering the news he dlowed to be printed and that which he
arbitrarily suppressed, it shouldn't be a dl surprisng. And it dimi-nated the find source for independence
Oxrun had, the last true link with the outside world.

She stepped outside and gasped at the dap of cold damp ar rushing across the fidds opposite the
Pike. She shivered and drew her sweater close to her throat, grateful that the thick Irish wool was nearly
as warm as her lamented gold coat.

Her eyes watered in the wind, looking at but not seeing the dow procession of auto-mobiles filing into
town.



Harley. Dederson had sent Marc there; to get him out of the way while something was done to her?
No, there had been too many missed chances dready. That the trip might possibly have been legitimate
was given even less credence. But when the solution came, it was nearly a physica blow, and she raced
across Mainland to check the road bed north and south. If things were indeed coming to a head, getting
Marc out of Oxrun would in-sure his not returning Imply because he wouldn't be able to find it.

She began to run. The gravel scattered dong the shoulder made footing precarious, and severd times
she dipped and went down to her pams. Gusts from passing trucks shoved her into the ditch between
road and field. She dowed. No cars were parked on the shoulders in ether direction, on ether sde of
the highway. She glanced at the deserted fidds now overgrown with brown, dying weeds, dotted with
gtands of trees shorn of ther leaves and bleak againg the graying sky. A ground fog dfted through the
wild shrubbery that served as fencing, licked at the bottom of the ditch and stretched up toward the road.
Automobiles drifted behind ydlow lights, and buses dready had their headlights on, blinding her in the last
glow of twilight.

She swore loudly and sumbled to a hdt, usng a telephone pole to rest againg until her breething came
easer. Its rough exterior was a comfort, and she stroked it absently as she sought for a way to keep
from panicking, wondered how she would be gble to identify her car when the lagt light vanished. Her
ears began to ging, and a dull ache blossomed at the base of her skull. The dampness had become frigid,
and she didn't discount the possibility of the season's fird snowfdl be-fore the night had ended.

Suddenly she spun around at the screech-ing of brakes and the frightened blare of severa horns. The
southbound traffic was veering off the road to avoid collison with a car sverving errdicdly from lane to
lane. Natdie watched, then moved to put the pole in front of her, and shouted once as the car
sraightened and aimed directly for her. She ran back, dipped and fdl into the ditch, her hands skidding
panfully into pockets of stone and grave. Scrambling she tried to scale the opposite Side, darted a look
over her shoul-der and saw the vehide as though in dow motion: diding off the road, spewing stones into
ablack wake behind it, sriking the telephone pole and shearing off a great bite of wood before righting
itdf and returning to the highway. Within moments after it vanished, it was as though it had never
happened. The traffic closed upon itsdf and kept on moving.

"I don't believeit," Natalie said, stting on the lip of the ditch. "He never even stopped!™

Too shocked and angered to succumb to a reaction, she touched her pocket to see that the book was
dill with her, then brushed her hair back from her face before returning to the shoulder, conscious now of
the mud and grass dinging to her legs. She swiped at them ineffectudly while staring up the road, shaking
her head and hoping somebody would stop & the nearest phone and cdl the police. And as she stood,
daing numbly at the pale gap in the pole where the car had struck, a flashing red light intruded and
stopped sev-erd yards north of her. The headlights were panfully glaring and she raised a hand to block
them. She could hear the motor, blinked againg the spinning red. But no one |eft the car.

It idled. Like a beast waiting. Nothing but the steady white, the hypnotic whirling red.

"Come on," she muttered. Y ou have to come here"

Abruptly, her legs weakened, and she dung to the pole. A van hissed by, light spray dotted her calves.

The patrol car grumbled.

Then the passenger door opened and a dark figure did out, stood by the fender. With a resigned sgh,
Natalie pushed off her support and walked carefully, picking her way across the gouges the careening
car had dug.

"Natdie, what are you doing out here?"

She closed her eyes and swalowed a sud-den surge of bile. "My God, Sam, did you see that guy?
Did you see the way he was driving? He must have been drunk, Sam. He nearly killed me."

Windsor shook his head. He wore a heavy blue jacket, and his aams were folded across his chest. "I
saw nothing, Nattie. | tried to contact you a your house and there was no answer. | thought maybe
you'd gone for awalk."

"W, obvioudy | did and nearly got killed in the bargain.”

"I wanted to protect you, Nattie, but you refused me. Remember?

She took a step forward as he tugged at the peak of his cap, and with the light now at her sde, she



could see his face. He was garing blankly, without condemnation and completely without concern. It was
s0 unlike him that she indinctively bunched the swesater a her neck and tugged nervoudy on her purse
strap.

"l want you to come back with me, Nattie."

It was the emoationad vacuum more than hislook that made her refuse.

"Natdie, you're being foolish."

"I'm waiting for Marc," she said findly, hoping she sounded more confident than she fdt. "He's up to
Harley for astory. Hell be back any minute now."

"You dways wait out here?' and he swept an arm toward the ditch. "You don't want to be in another
accident, do you?'

"Hey," she sad, "what is this? Don't you have to report damage and things like that to the telephone
company? | mean, don't you haveto cdl in?"

"Nattie, you're tired. | think you ought to let me take you home."

She turned away suddenly and headed back down the road. Sam followed, his boots scattering the
gravd asif he was kicking it out of his way. A piece struck her ankle. Then she faced him, pointing.
"Thered Now what are you going to do about that? Couldn't you at least radio or something to try to
catch the man?'

Sam brushed by her and examined the pole closdly, his cap shoved back on his forehead. "Catch him?
For what, Nattie?"

"For what? What are you—" She grabbed his am and pulled him around to the front of the pole.
"See? For nearly killing me and for ..." Her voice faded. There were no marks in the wood. She turned.
No skidmarks on the road, no disturbancesin the gravel. She bent over, her hands running over the side
of the pole, prodding for weaknesses, searching for traces of car paint. But there was nothing. Not even
achip misang.

"Sam,” she sad tightly as she stood, "I was standing right here! And there were care scattering al over
the place. It hit the pole here” And she punched at it twice.

Sam nodded, rechecked the pole, then took her elbow. She pulled back, but he was too srong to
resst. "Come on, Nattie, I'll take you home."

Too confused to speak, she balked as much as she could, feding his grip close tighter in anger. She
dipped once and was yanked painfully upright.

"Now wait aminute, Sam, I'm abig girl, you know. | can find my own way home. You don't have to
do this, Sam!"

He kept slent. When they reached the patrol car, he opened the rear door and stood aside, gesturing
impatiently. She resisted, flinging her am back and out of his grasp.

"Natdie, please get inthe car. I'l take you home. Youll be safer there. Much sefer.”

"Sdfer for what?' she demanded.

But before he could reply, a car pulled up behind them and its lights blinked off and on. Windsor spun
around, curang, and Nata-lie used the distraction to race past him.

"Nattie!"

She opened the door and looked in, nearly sobbed when Marc grinned back at her.

"Trouble?' he said.

"I love you," she said, her breath coming in spurts.

"Nice place to tdl me" he said, then frowned over the steering whed. "Is that our Sam out there?!

She nodded. "Wait aminute” Then she waved back toward the policeman. "It's okay, Sam, it's okay
now. It's Marc. Hell take me home. I'm dl right now."

"Are you sure?' The presumption had van-ished, and what sheld begun to think of as the old Sam
temporaily returned. "Are you sure youll be okay, Nattie?'

"Fne" she said. "Y ou go on doing what-ever it isyou do at night. I'll be fine"

"Jud be careful, Nattie" he said as he backed into the patrol car. "I don't want you wandering around
inthe dark like this. You could be hurt. It isnt good, Nattie. Y ou could be hurt.”

"l dmogt was."



"Natdie—"

"Good-by, Sam," and she did into the car and dammed the door. When Marc automat-icaly bent
over for the emergency brake, she hed up ahand to gdl him. The police car waited in front for just over
a minute, then barreled onto the highway, heedless of the traffic, gravel from its spinning rear wheds
soitting againg the Olds grille Its tallights vanished into the migt as she rubbed her feet under the hester's
wam blast. Marc's slence soothed, and when she leaned her head back on the seat, his hand gathered in
both of hers and squeezed. Her eyes closed, and the tears findly found the way out, inging her cheeks
where the cold dill pricked. Her hair fdt heavy, pressng her skull more firmly into the vinyl, and the ache
expanded to furrow her brow.

"I went to the office” she said as he pulled carefully onto the road. "A womean there said you'd gone to
Harley."

"Almog," he said. "Until | figured it might be away to keep me from going to the party tonight.”

"l saw your sketch."

"Pretty, wasn't it? Tod's got them dl. Every one of them.”

"Yegh," she said. Then, "Sow down, Marc, the treffic light's up ahead.”

He leaned toward the whed and shook his head. "I can't see it a al. Nothing but road draight to
Canada”

"All right," and she talked him into the turn, nervoudy as it left Mainland, rdaxing only when he sped up
the Pike.

And it was sudden. In the slence she fdt as though she was a child, smdl and vulner-able to the
attacks from an adult world she didn't understand. Where rules should have been, there was only Taod,;
where people should have been friends and lovers and comforters, there was only hodtility and a snister
blacking of the soul; and nothing at dl was as it should have been.

Her arms pressed to her sdes, and she fdt the book Hiff againgt her hip. It would be s0 easy, she
thought, to take it out and tear up the pages one by one and dump the pieces into the gutter. It would be
30 easy, and then | could die and deep and never fed tired again. So easy. SO .. . easy.

"Natalie?'

"Hmmm?'

"You 4ill want to go?'

They swept by the church, its stained-glass windows eterndly dark, the mold on its stone black and
shimmering in the garlight.

"Yes" shesad. "And I've got something for you to read.”

Chapter 13

IT WAS a drange shade of mdancholy that settled on Nataie's shoulders as she rode toward the party,
amdancholy that hinted at a grieving for the deeth of a holiday.

September grade school, and the cutouts the teachers would have them paste in the windows, of
pumpkins and witches and moons with great shining faces; the burned cork on her nose and cheeks, the
over-sized jacket her father had unearthed from some cob-webbed trunk in the attic; the pillow case for
the candy, the apples, the gleaming new pennies.

High school, and the parties where she and her friends had made unknowing fools of themseves
gpping a contraband beer, nearly drowning while bobbing for apples, had spent the darker hours in
bravado fearful gropings toward ther first sexud experience.

The horror movies that flooded televison, the gimmick films that opened in theaters, dectric shocks
and three dimengon and can-vas skeletons that clanked on rusted rails over the heads of the audience.

It had been anight for taking salt with the supernatural, and dlowing the shadows to frighten as much
as they had the children.

But it had dways ended with the coming of the dawn.

This time, however, nothing would end. No matter what she and Marc accomplished at the mandon



this night, no matter what force/power/horror they met, Halloween would dways be now the hour of the
Oxrun dead.

She wore her caftan again, with severd dterations suggested by Marc and her face-tious comments to
Arlenein the library. The hood was up now and draped carefully over her face. On her feet were heavy
wooden sandals Ben had fashioned when they'd been the vogue. The wide white band had been
replaced by a length of new cdothedine, and her hands she tucked into the voluminous deeves
Mandarin-gtyle. Around her neck, a black braided cord from which hung a gift from Marc—a fair-szed
gold ankh thet weighed heavily againgt her chest.

Marc had taken some sheeting from the linen closet and with severd safety pins and a deft hand with a
needle had managed to create a passable toga, this too with a hood. "It was the cusom of the Romans,
according to the gospel of Shakespeare,” he said when she questioned the addition, "to throw the hood
over thar faces when shame came upon them.”

"And are you shamed?' she'd asked.

"For not throwing you into bed instead of doing this? Y ou're absolutely right | am.”

They had spoken little snce leaving the house. There was no plan, no course of action—he had
ingsted they only keep their eyes and ears open and look for an opportu-nity to search the rest of the
house; in spite of what they knew, they knew too little and anything else would lay them open for too
many mistakes.

"There musgt be something in that book," he said, making her jump. She glanced at his face reflecting
the dashboard's glow, and it gave him lines and hollows she wished she hadn't seen. "In the manson,
maybe."

"What do you mean, invishle writing? We aready held it up to alight and over the sove.”

"Wdl, maybe not that exactly, but |1 can't see wading dl those pages for nothing. The thing's too
important, obvioudy, and dl that crap in the beginning about opening the eye and directing the lid and
likethet ... thereé's something missing, definitdy.”

She reached out to press a hand to his somach where they had strapped the book; that it would be
used as alast resort as a bargaining point for their lives did not make her fed the least bit comforted.

"Youll be careful, right?" she said as they turned into the private lane.

" will if you will."

"Oh, wdl. Into the fray and dl that jazz."

"All for one, and us againg dl. Or some-thing like that."

"Dont," she whispered, and leaned over to kiss his cheek. "I love you."

"Youve sad that adready. Don't go spail-ing me into thinking I'm some kind of superman.”

She gave him a amile she didn't fed, gasped when he opened the door and she stepped into the cold.
Her prediction of snow was fast becoming aredity. The stars and moon had vanished, the mig had lifted
to give haos to the lights on the veranda, and her breath puffed in front of her like the fleaing of a soul.

The butler greeted them solemnly, a ludi-crous contrast to the explosions of revery blaging from the
front room. Masks were laid out on a Slver table in the center of the hdl, and Marc chose two—black
for her, white for himsdf. When he dipped the eastic over his head and adjusted the eyeholes, he
leaned close to her ear and whispered, "Y oull never guess who I'm supposed to be."

"Hne then | won't bother,” she answered as she donned her own mask. Then, their hoods settled to
cover the upper haves of thar faces, they waked arm and arm into the party.

"Oh, my God," Natdie sad in amazement. "If the Masque of the Red Deeath comes waking in
now, | won't be in the least surprised.”

"You," Marc sad, "are a prude.”

He led her across the massve room, thread-ing his way between pirates and ghosts and Egyptian
queens, Lords and footbdl players and Adam and Eve with only ther leaves. The women were ether
overdressed or pinkly, flesily graining for the erotic; the men were flexing what muscles they had,
unashamed of the preponderance of middie age that bloated ther waists and sagged ther breasts. Al
were masked, dl were drinking, and ther faces beneeth the Hiff plasic bands were grotesquely



incomplete. They swirled around a huge barrdl in which Natdie saw apples floating, and the aroma from
the dark liquid told her one bite and she'd be drunk for a week; they screamed laughter at a game of
Pin-the-tail-on-the-donkey, where the donkey was awoman and the tail her nipples. The walls had been
sripped of their portraits, replaced by speakers sounding the darion of a band in the adjoining room,
and lights that glared in no discernible patterns; they were in fact the only sources of illumination.

"Look,” Marc shouted, and pointed above them where she could see huge fish nets holding back
hundreds of baloons and rain-bow streamers. "For the unmasking at mid-night,” he added unnecessarily.
"I don't think I'll live thet long."

A Satan rushed up to them, carrying a tray of champagne glasses. Marc accepted for the both of
them.

"Drink up, Father," he said with agrin. "Y ou've got dispensation for the night.”

"Chears" she said and emptied the glass, then grabbed Marc's hand and followed him into the next
room, amirror of the first but twice as large, and had on the back wall a kaleidoscopic dide show whose
theme, Natdie decided when her bresth came back, was sex in the sSixties, fifties, forties, and any other
time they could have fornicated in front of a camera.

"Brother,"” Marc sad, "will you look at that?"

Natalie laughed and pulled him away. "You try it and youll have cramps for a year."

"Yeah, but what a way—"

The words were logt in a renewed burst from the band. Natdie turned until she was dizzy, but couldn't
locate the musicians, there was dancing, but only where there was room and the indination; snging aong,
but only when someone didn't order the Sngers to move someplace €l se.

"Food," she said suddenly, the noise begin-ning to reach down and drag up her head-ache. "Come on,
lecher.”

Marc stopped ogling a gligening Amazon and reluctantly joined her at atable set againg the east wall.
Severd times on the way they were questioned, but cautioudy, the rules ssemingly againg reveding
identi-ties, and from her cover under the hood, and the way guests seemed to sy awvkwardly away from
her fingering of the ankh, she was able to observe without too many interrup-tions.

"I have this feding,” Marc told her as he pressed a brimming plate into her hands, 'your cosume is
going to be something of awet blanket heresbouts.”

"Are you complaning?'

He grinned, then lowered his head so she had to leen close. "No, Nat, but were both too easy to
spot. | wish I'd known handker-chiefs were going to be the uniform of the day.”

"Don't worry about it," she said, squeezing his hand, and he smiled and stuffed an dlive into her mouth.

For an hour they wandered the four con-necting rooms of the party, Natdie too sunned by the noise
and growing abandon-ment to reply to his comments. She was hot, and perspiration was meking her
squirm asiit trickled down her somach and legs. Sev-eral times she had to lean againg a wal, feding the
thudding bass from the speakers pound into her spine. The lights made her eyes sing, but she couldn't
avoid them, couldn't escape the spastic shadows ther frequency spawned. A fight broke out be-tween a
Beau Brummd and a Musketeer, neither of whom could stand on his feet for more than a couple of
swings, they ended the brawl leaning back to back and toasting the legs of a feathered chorus girl. She
blessed them mockingly.

Hndly, Marc pulled her into an unoccu-pied corner. "Hey, | haven't seen anyone, have you?'

She shook her head. "There are so many people, though, | don't know. | thought | saw Hal a few
minutes back, in some kind of white hunter thing."

"No," Marc sad, "l don't think it was him."

He pushed back his hood and rubbed at his hair, the ends damp and plastered darkly againg his skin.
Then he pointed toward the front. Now or never, he mouthed, and she alowed him to lead her through
the crowds, past the drunken groping of a hundred hands, the one Startled yep of surprise when a
Hercules discovered she was a woman.

Once in the hdl, now as crowded as the rest of the fird floor, they maneuvered toward the gairs,
climbed and leaned for a moment againg the top railing.



Like children well be, Tod had said in the park. Some children, Nataie thought.

The corridor was much less pressng. Cou-ples and sngles drifted from the rooms whose doors
remained opened, and through one Nataie saw the setups for gambling. At the end, she nodded to her
right. "That's where | hid in that room,” she said, and lifted a hand to mop the perspiration from his face.
He grinned, and kissed her pam.

"Maybe" he said, "we should go the oppo-site way, just to check.”

"But why go blind, Marc? | think we ought to start with what we know. What | know, anyway. We go
down there and we could get ourselves log.”

Marc turned to look back at the stairs, and the guests who ignored them. "Okay. You lead the way,
MacDuff."

Slower now, they passed under sconces with imitation gold gadights. The sounds of the party had
dimmed, and she guessed most of them had moved into the back rooms, away from the windows that
looked out onto the cold. She sumbled, and Marc snared her wrigt. The light was dim, as though they'd
breached a grey vell. The shadows were hazy, and the caling-high drapes that masked the rear windows
indark greens and browns moved duggishly as drafts pushed weekly from behind.

"Where?' Marc asked quietly, and she tried to remember which of the heavy pan-eled doors had been
her sdvation the firg time. Thefirg or the second: each was twenty feet apart, and she didn't run that far,
didnt recdl having the time. She chewed on a fingamail, then pointed to the second. Marc nodded,
puffed his chest with a lung-clearing breath and indicated with hand sgns that she should watch the center
hdll while he stood close to the door and wrapped his hand around the glass knob.

And when it turned, she wanted to run. Suddenly, there was ice on the floor, ice in the air, and she
pressed a trembling hand againgt her chest, feding the light chain that hung there and the ring that dangled
be-tween her breasts. It had been Marc's idea to wear it. Protection. Againg ... something.

He hissed and she spun around, saw him vanish into the room. Quickly, she patted the ring for luck,
and followed.

"No," she said, relieved and disappointed. "It's not the same place. It mugt be the one next door."

The room was smdler than the others she'd seen, tadefully appointed with orienta throws, massve
armchairs and a writing desk set againg one wall. There was a fireplace opposite them, lighted to cast
warvering shadows on asmdl divan, a marble-topped coffee table, and a wing char embroidered black
agang wine. There were no other lights but the flames

A waiting room, she thought, searching for a connecting door leading to something like a bedroom or
bath. And as her eyes adjusted to the changing light, she found it between two life-szed portraits of
Ambrose Tod.

"'Wdl," Marc said without moving. "Am-brose in riding breeches, Ambrose in aspic. Nice."

"Thank you," Tod said, and Natdie in-gtantly grabbed for Marc's am and pulled hersdf close. The
wing chair suddenly sprouted a head, and Tod twisted around to beckon them. "Come over and St with
me. | won't bite you."

Nataie shook her head, but followed Marc to the divan as Tod maneuvered the chair so he would be
fadng them when they sat. He was dressed in a Mandarin's gown unem-bossed except for the familiar
ring desgn in the center of his chest. His feet were bare, and his har was wetly dark and close to his
skull. On hisleft hand was the ring.

A feding that she should be cowering was dismissed as she rdlied in the bdief that somehow she was
a least momentarily in possession of the advantage. It was a tempo-rary meeting of equas, and would
reman SO as long as she kept the security of the book and Ben'sring.

Tod casudly lighted a cigarette from a taper he pulled from the fire. Then he pointed to Nataie's ankh.
"Isthat supposed to ward off the Devil, Mrs. Windsor?'

"Youre dill gtting there, aren't you?' she said.

He laughed and applauded once. "Oh, bravo, Mrs. Windsor! You have an astute mind. And
courageous. An admirable qudity <o little found in this day and age. Now," and he hdd out a hand, "the
book, if you please.”



She applauded back, mockingly. "Bravo, yoursdf, Mr. Tod. But I'll see you in hdl firg."

"She could have said shoveit," Marc mut-tered, "but she's too much of alady.”

Tod bardy maintained his jovid expres-son, and the obvious drain made Natdie think there was
hope after al. She shifted until her back was flush againg the cush-ions. Then she crossed her legs and
pushed her hood back to her shoulders, sheking her head to free the auburn hair she knew was dlinting
gparks from the light of the fire.

"You owe me an explanation,” she sad flatly.

Tod congdered it, looked to Marc who had moved to the corner and had his am laid across the
back of the divan. Then he nodded. "Yes, | suppose | do a that." He tented his fingers and rested his
chin ddi-catdy on their tips. "It began—"

"Higory | don't need, nor do | want it, Mr. Tod," Natalie said quickly, senang a gdl. "Jud tdl me
what's going on. Why are you trying to kill me?'

"And keep me from getting back into town,” Marc said, his disgust undisguised.

"Ah, two agang one. Unfair, Mrs. Wind-sor." He shrugged as though his case was hopeless. "Bl it
will be as you say. For now." He amiled. "Y our late hushand, Ben, was an important man to us, you see.
Had he lived, in fact, he probably would have taken my place here. But," and the full deeves spread
wide, "hefdl in love with you, and he knew you would never agree with our little plan. In faling that, and
inrefusng to see tha you were permanently removed from his area of conflict, he had to be removed. A
necessity, you see, or he might have said things to you that would hardly be to our advantage. It's a good
thing you thought hisring was slly, Mrs. Windsor. A good thing.”

She nodded understanding, hiding her dissmay and surging guilt fedings.

"It has dways been my contention, you see," the financier continued, "that there are ways and there are
ways to get people to do what you want. You can browbeat them, impress them with ther own
inferiority, threaten them with physica harm. But in the long run nothing like that ever works because, in
the long run, you are never in find command. You are mortd, you see, and as you age you lose the
vitdity you had as a youth." He turned to Marc. "That's why | was so disgppointed in those so-called
money emperors, Mr. Clayton.”

"Thanks for getting my name right for a change" Marc said, and Natdie difled agrin.

"They wasted too much energy on the usdless things, not enough in seeking out those things that truly
count.”

"Likethering?' Nataie said.

Tod |ooked as though held been dapped, but his recovery was rapid. "No. Not quite, Mrs. Windsor.
More exactly, what the ring represents.”

‘Satan”?'

"Absolutdy not!" He leaned forward, hisarms resting on histhighs. "Buit it is true that there are worlds
outside our own. | knew it had to be because otherwise there would be no gods, no demons, no legends
of superhuman heroes. There had to be some-thing, the fire in the smoke, and once | had convinced
mysaf of that, | was determined to discover what it was, harnessitif | could, and make my little fortune,
if you will."

"'To direct the Eye, open the Lid,'" Natdie quoted softly.

"Wdl," Tod said with a shade of displea-sure, "I see you have read my guardian tome. Yes, for want
of a better direction, | cdl the way to this other world the Eye, and in order to see you have to lift your
eydid, don't you?'

"And what did you see?' Marc asked, fasci-nation in his voice despite the danger he was in.

"I have no word for it," Tod answered angrily. "Thereis no word for it. Labels are confining, but it is a
place of living things ... energy organisms, if you will, that lie unformed and undirected. Mediums and
psy-chics tap it when they fdl into trances. Ther own minds shape this energy and they mis-takenly |abel
it vigtors from beyond the grave, beyond the plane, and dl the other tripe they create in their ignorance.
I, how-ever," and he tapped his chest for emphasis, "recognize it for what it is, a source of control and
immortaity that need only be exercised as one would a disused muscle before one can successtully
manipulate ..." and he spread his arms wide again, "anything.”



"And therings?' Natdie sad.

"Conductors, perhaps, and insulation. To tap this world of mine is a dangerous process for the
uninitiated, Mrs. Windsor, and fatd for the unprotected. Smple. | made them mysdf.”

That he believed what he was saying was frightening enough, but that what he was saying dso pieced
together the puzzle con-fused and terrified her.

"It'sthis energy, then,” Marc was saying, "that keeps me from Oxrun when | leave. You can't control
medirectly for some rea-son, so you hide from me jugt as you hide from the rest of the world.”

"Wadl, | wouldn't say hide from you, Mr. Clayton, but you do have the generd princi-ple. | extend,
let's say, avel of control over the Station, and the workings of the minds that inhabit it so they can find
their way back. All the little people, Mr. Clayton, are essentiad, or the mechanics of the community would
grind to ahdt. Those minds| can't contral, | diminate”

"The books," Natdie said, revulson wdling in her throat. "What about the books?"

Tod lighted another cigarette, and his face took on an expresson of tragic sorrow. "Mrs. Windsor,
every dictator snce the dawn of man knows it will not do to have his subjects think too much dong the
wrong lines. Those books that would have aided them were replaced. They had to be, or somebody
might have tumbled too soon.”

She couldn't ignore the feding any longer. "You are a murderer.”

"I protect mysdf, Mrs. Windsor," Tod sad haughtily. "When | have perfected the Oxrun contral, | will
be able to step outward." He rose and stared into the fire. "It won't be an easy thing, but | will do it. You
have seen what | can do, not only for mysdf but to others.” He turned, and the gown was a shimmering
emptinessringed by flame. "l literdly have dl the timein the world, Mrs. Windsor. It has taken me over a
century to get thisfar. What's another two or three when the end is plainly in sight. | come to the find act,
Mrs. Windsor. Tonight | will create a permanent breach in the wal to my world, and when it happens,
when dl that decadent energy downgtairs is added to the power youll find up here, Il have every-thing |
need to shape my control.” His hand lifted to the design, stretched outward. "The ring, Mrs. Windsor.
The party has ended.”

Nataie shook her head quickly, but couldn't stop her hand from jumping to her chest. Tod uttered a
choking exclamation and darted forward as she twisted away over the divan's am. Marc leaped to his
feet and kicked the coffee table into Tod's legs, causng him to spill over it.

Nataie backed to the door, then, while Marc fdl onto the millionaires back and began pummding his
head and shoulders until Tod stopped sguirming. He dumped, one fig raised, then turned around. His
gin faded ingantly and his eyes widened.

"Natdie, behind—"

She soun too late. Hands gripped her shoulders and pinned her aams to her side. She was lifted bodily
off the floor and her backward kicks were ineffectud and ulti-mately panful as the wooden sandds
dropped from her feet and clattered againg the wall.

And as she sruggled, too angry to scream, she saw Marc rise, take a step over Tod's body, then fal
hard as though he'd been clubbed. Behind him, a dark figure in front of the fire smiled and dropped the
poker onto the chair.

There was pressure on the back of her neck, a sharp pain that diffened her spine, and the room went
black.

Seconds later she regained consciousness and redized she was being carried on Sam's shoulder
through the door between the por-traits. Marc was being dragged ahead of them, Artemus Hall dutching
his hedls, ignoring the thumping Marc's head was receiving.

And they were in the room Natdie had seen the night she had fled from Tod's women.

They were placed, then, on the outer rim of the floor, facing the center and the light, which had been
replaced by a kerosene cousin flickering at the end off the black linked chain. Figures were dtting in a
tight circle on the ebony floor directly under the flame. All of them were naked.

She recognized without triumph the Hals, the Bains, Elaine and Sam, Dederson, two school officds,
Wayne, Bradford the jeweler, and Karl Hampton. None turned to acknowl-edge her, none bothered to
look at her when she pulled her legs benesth her and crawled over to Marc. She bit back a sob and



cradled his head in her 1gp, brushing tenderly a the dark-matted har where the poker had split his scalp.
He would die if she didn't get hm medicd ad soon, and there was no help to be had in this diabolica
room. Her eyes wide, she tried to see beyond the reach of the light, searching for the door through which
sheld been carried, or the door she knew led into the hdl. But the velvet hangings were complete, and a
reconnai ssance would essly be intercepted. She bent over, then, and kissed his forehead, rocking dowly
and trying with the hem of her deeve to sem the flow of blood from his wound.

A cold wind. Thelight swayed, and the shadows moved asif they were dive.

Slence was complete.

Cynthia, naked except for a loin coth of dlver, and red paint on her nipples, stepped out of the
darkness and stood on the far Sde of the circle.

Chridine, totdly naked, moved to the cir-cle's center and lifted her arms to the light. The ring on her
hand flashed red and Slver, and the others began a swaying soft motion in perfect time.

And findly, after what seemed like a cen-tury, there was Ambrose, dill robed, parting the increesngly
frigid air to stand by her side. His hand reached down and she stared up a him dumbly.

"The book," he said, and she refused. "The book!" he repeated, and his voice was the void on the
other Sde of midnight. "You can't use it, Mrs. Windsor." The hand moved to poise itsdf over Marc's
throat. "Giveit to me, Mrs. Windsor, or I'll kill him now!"

A weight made its presence at the back of her neck, meking her dump forward, ease Marc's head off
her lap. She groped under histoga, unfastened the strap and pulled out the book. Her arm was a leaden
bar when she lifted it, heavier ill, when he took the volume and carried it to the floor.

And there was only the sound of his bare feet on the wood, the dide of buttocks as the cirde
expanded to give double-arms dis-tance to each of the disciples. Chrigtine backed away from the center
and Tod was in her place. She stood, then, beside her daughter, and they joined hands in reaching for
the light whaose pendulum motion now carried it pardld to the floor.

Nataie closed her eyes tightly as she was forced prone, fighting the sensation that a block of marble
was crushing her bones into the wood.

Shefdt it, then: atingling that made the hairs on her neck stand, her longer hair fly out from her head.
The caftan snapped to ding warmly to her skin, and her teeth began to ache.

Thelight smung faster, its passage the only sound in the room: a swift, loud and soft hissng.

Like the blade of a sword whipped over her head.

Figts were raised and, with an anguished twist of her head, she saw the rings snaring the glow, turning
the red to scarlet, the scarlet to crimson, and through it dl a light-ning flash of white-bright slver.

They are cdling it, she thought suddenly. This is how they do it. Tod cant do it done, and the
revelation of hisempty boasts buoyed her, gave her the strength to push hersdf up to her elbows.

The only face dearly visble now was his, upraised, stone, the ring positioned in front of his eyes that
were wide and garing as though the madness of the look aone could conjure the forces he daimed to
control.

Darts of light from the eyes of the rings reached out and clashed, mingled, and spread again until they
met, separated, met yet once more. A web of dender red interwoven with snakes of slver.

Tod moved his hand, and the web con-verged on hisring. The eectricity increased, the cold made her
teeth chatter, yet the backs of the people nearest her were running with perspiration.

The final act, Mrs. Windsor. Tonight | will create a permanent breach in that wall to my world,
and when it happens ... I'll have everything | need to shape my control.

Suddenly, she fdt a tugging a her chest. She looked down and saw a bulge under the cloth. She
dapped a it, but it refused to lie flat. She looked up again, and Tod was beginning to gtrain. His arms
trembled, and the web wavered dightly.

Nataie wanted to shout to shatter his concentration, but though her mouth opened, there was no
sound but the hiss of the light.

She tried to pound her fig on the floor, but she could not find the strength to do more than a feeble
tap.

And Toa's chest was heaving. A lack she sensed he might overcome and succeed; the web steadied,



shimmered, steadied once again.

The bulging distracted her, and she watched as the ankh pendant did sdeways, fdt the wool press
tight across her back. Her neck was pulled forward, and daion demanded a scream of discovery. As
rapidly as the lack of room would alow, she hiked up her robe and grabbed at the ring, yanked and
cried out Slently as the chain dug into her skin. It was Ben's ring he was missing, what he needed to
meake the trangtion as Imple, as easy as dways. He might be able to do without its intersection into the
web, but its destruction would ...

Hooking afinger through it to keep it with her, she placed the thin band on the floor, raised a fis, and
hdd it in the air as its rubies began to pulsg, its Slver stroke glim-mered and strained upward. No! she
thought, I'll not be his damned key after dl thid She struck it, fdt it bite into her flesh, but though it was
fragile, it was dill too much for her bare hands to damage. She reached down to her feet.

Thelight swayed, its hissng dimbing to a thundering roar.

Tod began to amile, hislips twisted ferdly.

Natdie groped flesh; the wooden sandals had falen while she'd struggled.

The roaring pitched to a catlike snarling, and there were images in the air, in and through and above
the sun-bright web. Sparks of colors that had no name. Gather-ing, spirding, whirling above Tod's head.

Natalie clutched franticaly at her temples, pounded them, forcing the encroaching dizzi-ness to retrest.
She twigted and fet a weight a her breasts, reached up and grabbed the heavy ankh. Licking her lips
Fdling to her face. Thering not an inch from her eyes, strands of crimson writhing dowly into the air.

She bent her head and did the braided necklace free, but the ankh as a tool was a feeble, frudraing
fallure until she redlized she would have to use the room to defest itsdf.

Saling to screeching.

The images Slidifying.

Thering, and Tod's eyes.

Feding her muscles tearing, knowing at least one smdl bone in her wrist had snapped under the gtrain,
ghe lifted her am until the elbow locked. Pressure beginning to break through her skull. Painfully, blood
Seeping down her arm, dripping onto the floor, her fingers maneuvered the ankh until it was held like a
dagger, the blood made it dip-pery, and she waited no longer but let the weight of Tod's world thrust her
am, her hand, the edge of the ankh down upon her finger, and the rim of the ring.

She saw it Flit, shatter, rise into sparks that died in the cold wind. Saw her finger severed, saw the
ankh embedded in the black floor.

The dlence of the moment ended, and she heard a grumbling that mushroomed into a lightless
explosion while aman screamed and screamed and screamed above the roaring.

She saw the swaying chain snap and the lantern shatter againgt the far wal. Flames of no color spread
up the velvet and became orange and blue and alicking deep gold that rushed in a living river toward the
figuresin the middle of the floor.

The weight lifted. VVanished. Left her gulp-ing the cold air.

The screaming continued, augmented by others joining rage with terror, fury with hate.

There was light again, wavering. The room flamed into a furnace, and Natadie heard hersdf cry out,
cdling Marc's name and seeing him stir. Without thought, she jammed her hands under his shoulders and
pulled him to the near wadl, fet the flesh of her fingers ped away as she yanked at the velvet and, in its
fdling, exposed the hdl door. It opened, and she and Marc and the fire spilled into the corridor.

The agony of her maimed hand numbed her senses one by one.

As she heard a man scream, a guest walk-ing by, caught in the consuming fire tide that attacked the
rugs and the drapes opposite.

As she sandled the charred stench of black-ening flesh.

As she tasted the blood of the hand & her mouth.

As ghe fdt the stub where her finger had been.

As she saw through the flamesin the holocaust room.

Saw Tod glaing at her, hisring impotent before him.

Saw a his throat the fangs of a cat tearing, ripping, shredding his flesh and scat-tering its blood until



the flames closed round and the celling collapsed.

A hand at her back and someone lifted her. She caled out for Marc and watched as a Satan cradled
him and raced down the hdll.

There was pain, and she screamed until she fainted.

There was pain, numhing, and she dept beneath cool sheets.

There was pain, faded, and when she opened her eyes, Marc was dtting on the edge of the bed. His
head was swathed in dean-amdling bandages, and his hands were cov-ered by thick white gloves.

But he was amiling as he lay a hand to her cheek.

"This" he said, "is getting to be a habit.”



