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H deaway [067-011-5. 0]
by: dean r. koontz.
Synopsi s:

Hat chford harrison is pronounced dead after drowning in an autonobile
accident. When he is resuscitated after eighty minutes of freezing
death, he finds hinself psychically linked to a sociopathic killer

Through the killer's eyes, Hatch sees a grewsonme world, including a
coll ection of cadavers hidden in an abandoned amusenent park

Gradual | y, Hatch conmes to know sonething else. The killer is also aware
of himand he's coming for Hatch's wife and adopted daughter

Publ i sher unknown
Copyri ght unknown
I sbn unknown

Life is a gift that nust be given back, and joy should arise fromits
possessi on.

It is too damned short, and that is a fact.

Hard to accept, this earthly procession to final darkness is a journey
done, circle conpleted, work of art sublinme, a sweet nelodic rhyne, a
battl e won.

An entire world humed and bustl ed beyond the dark ranparts of the
mount ai ns, yet to Lindsey Harrison the night seened enpty, as holl ow as
the vacant chanbers of a cold, dead heart. Shivering, she sl unped
deeper in the passenger seat of the Honda.

Serried ranks of ancient evergreens receded up the slopes that flanked
the hi ghway, parting occasionally to accommodate sparse stands of

wi nter-stripped mapl es and birches that poked at the sky with jagged

bl ack branches. However, that vast forest and the form dable rock
formations to which it clung did not reduce the enptiness of the bitter
Mar ch ni ght.

As the Honda descended the wi nding bl acktop, the trees and stony
out croppi ngs seened to float past as if they were only dream i nages
wi t hout real substance.

Harried by fierce wind, fine dry snow slanted through the headlight
beans. But the stormcould not fill the void, either

The enptiness that Lindsey perceived was internal, not external. The
ni ght was brimmng, as ever, with the chaos of creation. Her own sou
was the only holl ow thing.

She gl anced at Hatch. He was |eaning forward, hunched slightly over the
steering wheel, peering ahead with an expressi on which mght be flat and
inscrutabl e to anyone el se but which, after twelve years of nmarri age,

Li ndsey could easily read. An excellent driver, Hatch was not daunted
by poor road conditions. H's thoughts, |ike hers, were no doubt on the
| ong weekend they had just spent at Bi g Bear Lake.

Yet again they had tried to recapture the easiness with each other that
they had once known. And again they had fail ed.
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The chains of the past still bound them

The death of a five-year-old son had incal cul able enotional weight. It
pressed on the mind, quickly deflating every noment of buoyancy,
crushi ng each new bl ossom of joy. Jimry had been dead for nore than
four and a half years, nearly as long as he had lived, yet his death
wei ghed as heavily on them now as on the day they had lost him I|ike
some col ossal noon looming in a |l ow orbit overhead.

Squi nting through the sneared wi ndshield, past snow caked w per bl ades
that stuttered across the glass, Hatch sighed softly. He glanced at

Li ndsey and sniled. It was a pale smle, just a ghost of the rea
thing, barren of anusenment, tired and nel ancholy. He seened about to
say sonething, changed his mnd, and returned his attention to the

hi ghway.

The three | anes of black tone descendi ng, two ascendi ng-were

di sappearing under a shifting shroud of snow. The road slipped to the
bottom of the slope and entered a short straightaway | eading into a
wide, blind curve. |In spite of that flat stretch of pavenent, they were
not out of the San Bernardino Muntains yet. The state route eventually
woul d turn steeply downward once nore

As they followed the curve, the | and changed around them the slope to
their right angled upward nore sharply than before, while on the far
side of the road, a black ravine yawned. White netal guardrails marked
that precipice, but they were barely visible in the sheeting snow.

A second or two before they came out of the curve, Lindsey had a
prenoni ti on of danger. She said, "Hatch.

Per haps Hatch sensed trouble, too, for even as Lindsey spoke, he gently
applied the brakes, cutting their speed slightly.

A downgrade straightaway | ay beyond the bend, and a beer distributor's
| arge truck was halted at an angle across two |anes, just fifty or sixty
feet in front of them

Li ndsey tried to say, oh God, but her voice was | ocked wi thin her

Wil e making a delivery to one of the area ski resorts, the trucker
evidently had been surprised by the blizzard, which had set in only a
short while ago but half a day ahead of the forecasters' predictions.

Wt hout benefit of snow chains, the big truck tires churned
ineffectively on the icy pavement as the driver struggled desperately to
bring his rig around and get it noving again.

Cursing under his breath but otherw se as controlled as ever, Hatch
eased his foot down on the brake pedal. He dared not jamit to the
floor and risk sending the Honda into a deadly spin.

In response to the glare of the car headlights, the trucker |ooked

t hrough his side wi ndow. Across the rapidly closing gap of night and
snow, Lindsey saw nothing of the man's face but a pallid oval and twn
charry hol es where the eyes shoul d have been, a ghostly countenance, as
if some malign spirit was at the wheel of that vehicle. O Death

hi nsel f Hatch was heading for the outernpst of the two ascendi ng | anes,
the only part of the highway not bl ocked.

Li ndsey wondered if other traffic was com ng uphill, hidden fromthem by
the truck. Even at reduced speed, if they collided headn, they would
not survive
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In spite of Hatch's best efforts, the Honda began to slide. The tai
end cane around to the left, and Lindsey found herself sw ngi ng away
fromthe stranded truck. The snmooth, greasy, out-of control notion was
like the transition between scenes in a bad dream Her stonach tw sted
wi th nausea, and although she was restrained by a safety harness, she
instinctively pressed her right hand agai nst the door and her left

agai nst the dashboard, bracing herself.

"Hang on," Hatch said, turning the wheel where the car wanted to go,
whi ch was his only hope of regaining control

But the slide becane a sickening spin, and the Honda rotated three
hundred and sixty degrees, as if it were a carousel without callio:
around .around.. . until the truck began to conme into view again. For
an instant, as they glided downhill, still turning, Lindsey was certain
the car would slip safely past the other vehicle. She could see beyond
the big rig now, and the road bel ow was free of traffic.

Then the front bunper on Hatch's side caught the back of the truck
Tortured netal shrieked.

The Honda shuddered and seened to expl ode away from the point of

col lision, slanmm ng backward into the guardrail. Lindsey's teeth

cl acked together hard enough to ignite sparks of pain in her jaws, al
the way into her tenples, and the hand braced agai nst the dashboard bent
painfully at the wist. Sinultaneously, the strap of the shoul der

har ness, which stretched diagonally across her chest fromright shoul der
to left hip, abruptly cinched so tight that her breath burst from her

The car rebounded fromthe guardrail, not with sufficient nomentumto
reconnect with the truck but with so nmuch torque that it pivoted three
hundred and sixty degrees again. As they spun-glided past the truck,
Hatch fought for control, but the steering wheel jerked erratically back
and forth, tearing through his hands so violently that he cried out as
his pal ms were abraded.

Suddenly the noderate gradi ent appeared precipitously steep, like the
wat er - greased spillway of an anusenent-park flunme ride. Lindsey would
have screaned if she could have drawn breath. But although the safety
strap had | oosened, a diagonal line of pain still cut across her chest,
making it inpossible to inhale. Then she was rattled by a vision of the
Honda skating in a long glissade to the next bend in the road, crashing
through the guardrail, tunbling out into the void-and the i nage was so
horrifying that it was |like a blow, knocking breath back into her

As the Honda cane out of the second rotation, the entire driver's side
slamed into the guardrail, and they slid thirty or forty feet w thout

| osing contact. To the acconpani nent of a grindi ng-screeching-scraping
of metal against netal, showers of yellow sparks plumed up, mingling
with the falling snow, |ike swarms of summer fireflies that had flown
through a tinme warp into the wong season

The car shuddered to a halt, canted up slightly at the front |eft
corner, evidently hooked on a guard post. For an instant the resultant
sil ence was so deep that Lindsey was half stunned by it; she shattered
it wth an expl osive exhal ati on.

She had never before experienced such an overwhel mi ng sense of relief.

Then the car noved agai n.
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It began to tilt to the left. The guardrail was giving way, perhaps
weakened by corrosion or by the erosion of the hi ghway shoul der beneath
it.

"Qut!" Hatch shouted, frantically funbling with the rel ease on his
saf ety harness.

Li ndsey didn't even have tine to pop | oose of her own harness or grab
the door handl e before the railing cracked apart and the Honda sli pped
into the ravine. Even as it was happening, she couldn't believe it.

The brai n acknow edged the approach of death, while the heart stubbornly
insisted on immrtality. |In alnpost five years she had not adjusted to
Jimy's death, so she was not easily going to accept the inminence of
her own dem se

In a jangle of detached posts and railings, the Honda slid sideways
along the ice-rusted slope, then flipped over as the enbanknent grew
st eeper.

Gasping for breath, heart pounding, wenched painfully fromside to side
in her harness, Lindsey hoped for a tree, a rock outcropping, anything
that would halt their fall, but the enbankment seened cl ear

She was not sure how often the car rolled-nmaybe only tw ce-because up
and down and left and right | ost all neaning. Her head banged into the
ceiling al nost hard enough to knock her out. She didn't know if she'd
been thrown upward or if the roof had caved in to neet her, so she tried
to slunp in her seat, afraid the roof might crunple further on the next
roll and crush her skull. The headlights slashed at the night, and from
t he wounds spouted torrents of snow. Then the w ndshield burst,
showering her with mnutely fragnented safety glass, and abruptly she
was plunged into total darkness. Apparently the headlights blinked off
and the dashboard lights, reflected in Hatch's sweat-slicked face. The
car rolled onto its roof again and stayed there. |In that inverted
posture it sledded farther into the seenmingly bottom ess ravine, with
the thunderous noi se of a thousand tons of coal pouring down a stee

chut e.

The gl oomwas utterly tenebrous, seam ess, as if she and Hatch were not
out doors but in some wi ndow ess funhouse, rocketing down a rollercoaster
track. Even the snow, which usually had a natural phosphorescence, was
wi nd drove themthrough the enpty wi ndshield frame, but she could not
see them even as they frosted her |ashes.

Struggling to quell a rising panic, she wondered if she had been blinded
by the inploding gl ass.

Bl i ndness.

That was her special fear. She was an artist. Her talent took
inspiration fromwhat her eyes observed, and her wonderfully dexterous
hands rendered inspiration into art with the critical judgnent of those
eyes to guide them What did a blind painter paint? Wat could she
hope to create if suddenly deprived of the sense that she relied upon

t he nost?

Just as she started to scream the car hit bottomand rolled back onto
its wheels, landing upright with | ess inpact than she had anti ci pat ed.

It cane to a halt alnobst gently, as if on an i mense pill ow

"Hat ch?" Her voice was hoar se.
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After the cacophonous roar of their plunge down the ravine wall, she
felt half deaf, not sure if the preternatural silence around her was
real or only perceived

" Hat ch?"

She | ooked to her left, where he ought to have been, but she could not
see himor anything el se.

She was bl i nd.
"Ch, God, no. Please."

She was thirsty, too. The car seemed to be turning, wallow ng |ike an
airborne kite dipping and rising in the thermal currents of a summer
sky.

"Hat ch!"
No response.

Her |ight-headedness increased. The car rocked and wal |l owed worse than
ever. Lindsey was afraid she would faint. |f Hatch was injured, he
m ght bleed to death while she was unconsci ous and unable to help him

She reached out blindly and found himcrunpled in the driver's seat.

Hi s head was bent toward her, resting against his own shoul der. She
touched his face, and he did not nove. Sonething warm and sticky
covered his right cheek and tenple. Blood. Froma head injury. Wth
trenbling the hot exhal ation of his breath between his slightly parted
l'ips.

He was unconsci ous, not dead.

Funbling in frustration with the rel ease nechani smon her safety

har ness, Lindsey heard new sounds that she could not identify. A soft
sl apping. Hungry licking. An eerie, liquid chuckling. For a nonent
she froze, straining to identify the source of those unnerving noises.

W thout warning the Honda tipped forward, admtting a cascade of icy

wat er through the broken w ndshield onto Lindsey's |lap. She gasped in
surprise as the arctic bath chilled her to the marrow, and red she was
not |ightheaded after all. The car was noving. It was afloat. They
had | anded in a |l ake or river. Probably a river. The placid surface of
a | ake woul d not have been so acti ve.

The shock of the cold water briefly paralyzed her and nade her w nce

wi th pain, but when she opened her eyes, she could see again. The
Honda' s headl i ghts were, indeed, extinguished, but the dials and gauges
in the dashboard still glowed. She nust have been suffering from
hysteri cal blindness rather than genui ne physi cal danage.

She couldn't see nuch, but there was not nuch to see at the bottom of
the night-raped ravine. Splinters of dimy glimrering glass rinmed the
br oken-out w ndshield. OQutside, the oily water was revealed only by a
si nuous, silvery phosphorescence that highlighted its purling surface
and inparted a dark obsidian sparkle to the jewels of ice that floated
in tangl ed necklaces atop it. The riverbanks would have been lost in
absol ute bl ackness but for the ghostly raiments of snow that cloaked the
ot herwi se naked rocks, earth, and brush. The Honda appeared to be

mot ori ng through the river: water poured hal fway up its hood before

file:/l/IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Hideaway.txt (5 of 246) [2/9/2004 10:01:13 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Hideaway.txt

parting in a "V' and streamng away to either side as it night fromthe
prow of a ship, lapping at the sills of the side windows. They were
bei ng swept downstream where eventually the currents were certain to
turn nmore turbulent, bringing themto rapids or rocks or worse. At a
gl ance, Lindsey grasped the extrenmity of their situation, but she was
still so relieved by the rem ssion of her blindness that she was
grateful for the sight of anything, even of trouble serious.

Shivering, she freed herself fromthe entangling straps of the safety
harness, and touched Hatch again. H's face was ghastly in the queer
backspl ash of the instrument |ights: sunken eyes, waxen skin, color |ess
i ps, blood oozing-but, thank God, not spurting fromthe gash on the
right side of his head. She shook himgently, then a little harder,
calling his nane.

They wouldn't be able to get out of the car easily, if at all, while it
was bei ng borne down the river-specially as it now began to nove faster
But at least they had to be prepared to scranble out if it canme up

agai nst a rock or caught for a noment agai nst one of the banks.

The opportunity to escape mght be short-1ived.
Hat ch coul d not be awakened.

W thout warning the car dipped sharply forward. Again icy water gushed
in through the shattered wi ndshield, so cold that it had sone of the
effect of an electrical shock, halting Lindsey's heart for a beat or two
and | ocking the breath in her |ungs.

The front of the car did not rise in the currents, as it had done
previously. It was settling deeper than before, so there was |less river
under to provide hit. The water continued to pour in, quickly rising
past Lindsey's ankles to nmid-calf. They were sinking.

"Hatch!" She was shouting now, shaking himhard, heedl ess of his
injuries.

The river gushed inside, rising to seat |evel, churning up foamthat
refracted the anber light fromthe instrunent panel and | ooked |ike
garl ands of golden Christnmas tinsel

Li ndsey pulled her feet out of the water, knelt on her seat, and

spl ashed Hatch's face, desperately hoping to bring himaround. But he
was sunk in deeper |evels of unconsciousness than nere concussive sl eep,
perhaps in a cona as plunbl ess as a m d-ocean trench

Swirling water rose to the bottom of the steering wheel

Frantically Lindsey ripped at Hatch's safety harness, trying to strip it
away fromhim only half aware of the hot flashes of pain when she tore
a couple of fingernails.

"Hatch, damm it!"

The water was hal fway up the steering wheel, and the Honda all but
ceased its forward novement. It was too heavy now to be budged by the
persi stent pressure of the river behind it.

Hatch was five-feet-ten, a hundred and sixty pounds, only average in
size, but he mght as well have been a giant. As dead wei ght, resistant
to her every effort, he was virtually i movable. Tugging, shoving,

wr enchi ng, claw ng, Lindsey struggled to free him and by the time she
finally managed to disentangle himfromthe straps, the water had risen
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over the top of the dashboard, nore than hal fway up her chest. It was
even higher on Hatch, just under his chin, because he was slunped in his
seat .

The river was unbelievably icy, and Lindsey felt the warnth punping out
of her body as if it were blood gushing froma severed artery. As body
heat bled fromher, the cold bled in, and her nuscles began to ache.

Nevert hel ess, she wel coned the rising flood because it woul d nmake Hatch
buoyant and therefore easier to maneuver out from under the wheel and
through the shattered wi ndshield. That was her theory, anyway, but when
she tugged on him he seened heavier than ever, and now the water was at
his |ips.

"Conme on, cone on," she said furiously, "you' re gonna drown, dam it!"
2

Finally pulling his beer truck off the road, Bill Cooper broadcast a
Mayday on his CB radio. Another trucker responded and, equipped with a
cellular telephone as well as a CB, pronmised to call the authorities in
near by Bi g Bear.

Bill hung up the citizen's-band handset, took a |ong-handl ed six-battery
flashlight fromunder the driver's seat, and stepped out into the storm
The frigid wind cut through even his fleece-1ined denimjacket, but the
bitterness of the winter night was not half as icy as his stomach, which
ha turned sour and cold as he had watched the Honda spin its |uckless
occupants down the hi ghway and over the brink of the chasm

He hurried across the slippery pavenent and al ong the shoul der to the
m ssing section of guardrail. He hoped to see the Honda cl ose bel ow,
caught up against the trunk of a tree. But there were no trees on that
sl ope-just a snooth mantle of snow from previ ous storns, scarred by the
passage of the car, disappearing beyond the reach of his flashlight
beam

An al nost disabling pang of guilt stabbed through him He'd been
drinking again. Not rmuch. A few shots out of the flask he carried.

He had been certain he was sober when he'd started up the nountain.

Now he wasn't so sure. He felt... fuzzy. And suddenly it seened
stupid to have tried to make a delivery with the weather turning ugly so
fast.

Bel ow him the abyss appeared supernaturally bottonless, and the
apparent extrene depth engendered in Bill the feeling that he was gazing
into the dammation to which he'd be delivered when his own |ife ended.
He was paral yzed by that sense of futility that someti nes overcane even
the best of nen-though usually when they were alone in a bedroom
staring at the neaningl ess patterns of shadows on the ceiling at three
o' clock in the norning.

Then the curtains of snow parted for a nonment, and he saw the floor of
the ravine about a hundred or a hundred and fifty feet bel ow, not as
deep as he had feared. He stepped through the gap in the guardrail
intending to crab down the treacherous hillside and assist the survivors
if there were any. Instead he hesitated on the narrow shelf of flat
earth at the brink of the slope because he was whi skey-di zzy but al so
because he could not see where the car had cone to rest.

A serpentine black band, like satin ribbon, curved through the snow down
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there, intersecting the tracks the car had nmade. Bill blinked at it
unconprehendingly, as if staring at an abstract painting, until he
renenbered that a river |lay bel ow.

The car had gone into that ebony ribbon of water.

Fol l owi ng a wi nter of freakishly heavy snow, the weather had turned
warmer a couple of weeks ago, triggering a premature spring nelt. The
runof f continued, for winter had returned too recently to have | ocked
the river in ice again. The tenperature of the water would be only a
few degrees above freezing. Any occupant of the car, having survived
both the weck and death by drowning, would perish swiftly from
exposure.

If 1'd been sober, he thought, | would' ve turned back in this weather

I"ma pathetic joke, a tanked-up beer deliveryman who didn't even have
enough loyalty to get plastered on beer. Christ.

A joke, but people were dying because of him He tasted vomt in the
back of his throat, choked it down.

Frantically he surveyed the nurky ravine until he spotted an eerie

radi ance, like an otherworldly presence, drifting spectrally with the
river to the right of him Soft anber, it faded in and out through the
falling snow. He figured it nust be the interior lights of the Honda,
whi ch was bei ng borne downri ver.

Hunched for protection against the biting wind, holding on to the
guardrail in case he slipped and fell over the edge, Bill scuttled al ong
the top of the slope, in the same direction as the water-swept car
below, trying to keep it in sight. The Honda drifted swiftly at first,
then sl ower, slower.

Finally it cane to a conplete halt, perhaps stopped by rocks in the
wat ercourse or by a projection of the riverbank

The light was slowy fading, as if the car's battery was running out of
j uice.

3

Though Hatch was freed fromthe safety harness, Lindsey could not budge
hi m nmaybe because his clothes were caught on sonet hing she coul d not
see, maybe because his foot was wedged under the brake pedal or bent
back and trapped under his own seat.

The water rose over Hatch's nose. Lindsey could not hold his head any
hi gher. He was breathing the river now.

She | et go of himbecause she hoped that the loss of his air supply
woul d finally bring himaround, coughing and spluttering and spl ashing
up fromhis seat, but also because she did not have the energy to
continue struggling with him The intense cold of the water sapped her
strength. Wth frightening rapidity, her extremties were grow ng nunb.
Her exhal ed breath seenmed just as cold as every inhalation, as if her
body had no heat left to inmpart to the used air.

The car had stopped noving. It was resting on the bottom of the river,
completely filled and wei ghed down with water, except for a bubble of
air under the shallow done of the roof. Into that space she pressed her

face, gasping for breath.
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She was making horrid little sounds of terror, like the bleats of an
animal. She tried to silence herself but could not.

The queer, water-filtered light fromthe instrument panel began to fade
fromanber to nuddy yell ow.

A dark part of her wanted to give up, let go of this world, and nove on
to soneplace better. It had a snall quiet voice of its own: Don't
fight, there's nothing left to live for anyway, Jinmy has been dead for
so long, so very long, now Hatch is dead or dying, just let go,
surrender, maybe you'll wake up in Heaven with them ... The voice
possessed a lulling, hypnotic appeal

The remaining air could last only a few mnutes, if that |long, and she
would die in the car if she did not escape i mediately.

Hatch is dead, lungs full of water, only waiting to be fish food, so |let
go, surrender, what's the point, Hatch is dead She gul ped air that was
swiftly acquiring a tart, nmetallic taste. She was able to draw only
smal |l breaths, as if her lungs had shrivel ed.

If any body heat was left in her, she was not aware of it. 1In reaction
to the cold, her stomach knotted with nausea, and even the vomt that
kept rising into her throat was icy; each time she choked it down, she
felt as if she had swallowed a vile slush of dirty snow.

Hatch is dead Hatch is dead...

"No," she said in a harsh, angry whisper. "No. No." denial raged
through her with the fury of a storm Hatch could not be dead.

Unt hi nkabl e. Not Hatch, who never forgot a birthday or an anniversary,
who bought her flowers for no reason at all, who never |ost his tenper
and rarely raised his voice. Not Hatch, who always had tine to listen
to the troubles of others and synpathize with them who never failed to
have an open wallet for a friend in need, whose greatest fault was that
he was too damm nuch of a soft touch. He could not be, nust not be,
woul d not be dead. He ran five niles a day, ate a lowfat diet with
plenty of fruits and vegetabl es, avoided caffeine and decaffei nated
bever ages.

dn't that count for sonething, damm it? He lathered on sunscreen in the
sunmmer, did not snoke, never drank nore than two beers or two gl asses of
wine in a single evening, and was too easy-goi ng ever to devel op heart

di sease due to stress. Didn't self-denial and self-control count for a
Was creation so screwed ere was no justice any nore?

kay, all right, they said the good di ed young, which sure had been true
of Jimmy, and Hatch was not yet forty, young by any standard, okay,
agreed, but they also said that virtue was its own reward, and there was
plenty of virtue here, damm it, a whole shitload of virtue, which ought
to count for sonmething, unless God wasn't listening, unless He didn't
care, unless the world was an even cruel er place than she had believed.

She refused to accept it.
Hatch. Was. Not. Dead.

She drew as deep a breath as she could manage. Just as the last of the
Iight faded, plunging her into blindness again, she sank into the water,
pushed across the dashboard, and went through the nissing w ndshield
onto the hood of the car

Now she was not nerely blind but deprived of virtually all five senses.

file:/l/IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Hideaway.txt (9 of 246) [2/9/2004 10:01:13 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Hideaway.txt

She coul d hear nothing but the wild thunping of her own heart, for the
water effectively muffled sound. She could snell and speak only at the
penalty of death by drowning. The anesthetizing effect of the glacia
river left her with a fraction of her sense of touch, so she felt as if
she were a disenbodi ed spirit suspended in whatever medi um conposed
Purgatory, awaiting final judgnent.

Assumi ng that the river was not nuch deeper than the car and that she
woul d not need to hold her breath | ong before she reached the surface,
she nade another attenpt to free Hatch. Lying on the hood of the car,
hol ding fast to the edge of the windshield frame with one nunb hand,
straining agai nst her body's natural buoyancy, she reached back i nside,
groped in the bl ackness until she |ocated the steering wheel and then
her husband.

Heat rose in her again, at last, but it was not a sustaining warnth.
Her |ungs were beginning to burn with the need for air.

Gipping a fistful of Hatch's jacket, she pulled with all her m ght-and
to her surprise he floated out of his seat, no | onger inmmovabl e,
suddenly buoyant and unfettered. He caught on the steering wheel, but
only briefly, then bobbled out through the w ndshield as Lindsey slid
backward across the hood to nake way for him

A hot, pulsing pain filled her chest. The urge to breathe grew
over powering, but she resisted it.

When Hatch was out of the car, Lindsey enbraced hi mand kicked for the
surface. He was surely drowned, and she was clinging to a corpse, but
she was not repul sed by that macabre thought. |f she could get him
ashore, she would be able to administer artificial respiration.

Al t hough the chance of reviving himwas slim at |east sone hope
remai ned. He was not truly dead, not really a corpse, until all hope
had been exhaust ed.

She burst through the surface into a howling wind that nade the

mar r ow f reezi ng wat er seem al nost warm by conparison. Wen that air hit
her burning lungs, her heart stuttered, her chest clenched with pain,
and the second breath was harder to draw than the first.

Treadi ng water, holding tight to Hatch, Lindsey swallowed nmouthfuls of
the river as it splashed her face. Cursing, she spat it out. Nature
seened alive, like a great hostile beast, and she found herself
irrationally angry with the river and the storm as if they were
conscious entities willfully aligned agai nst her.

She tried to orient herself, but it was not easy in the darkness and
shrieking wi nd, without solid ground beneath her. Wen she saw the
riverbank, vaguely lumnous in its coat of snow, she attenpted a one-arm
sidestroke toward it with Hatch in tow, but the current was too strong
to be resisted, even if she'd been able to swimw th both arns.

She and Hatch were swept downstream repeatedly dragged beneath the
surface by an undertow, repeatedly thrust back into the wintry air,
battered by fragnments of tree branches and chunks of ice that were al so
caught up in the current, noving hel plessly and inexorably toward

what ever sudden fall or deadly phal anx of rapids marked the river's
descent fromthe nountains

4
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He had started drinking when Myra left him He never could handl e being
wormanl ess.  Yeah, and woul dn't God Al m ghty treat that excuse with
contenpt when it cane time for judgnent?

Still holding the guardrail, Bill Cooper crouched indecisively on the
brink of the slope and stared intently down at the river. Beyond the
screen of falling snow, the lights of the Honda had gone out.

He didn't dare take his eyes off the obscured scene below to check the
hi ghway for the anbul ance. He was afraid that when he | ooked back into
the ravine again, he would m srenenber the exact spot where the |ight
had di sappeared and woul d send the rescuers to the wong point along the
riverbank. The di m bl ack-and-white world bel ow of fered few proni nent

| andmar ks.

"Come on, hurry up," he muttered.

The wi nd-whi ch stung his face, nade his eyes water, and pasted snow in
hi s rmustache-was keening so loudly that it masked the approachi ng sirens

of the emergency vehicles until they rounded the bend uphill, enlivening
the night with their headlights and red flashers. Bill rose, waved his
arns to draw their attention, but he still did not | ook away fromthe
river.

Behind him they pulled to the side of the road. Because one of their
sirens wound down to silence faster than the other, he knew there were
two vehicles, probably an anbul ance and a police cruiser.

They woul d snell the whiskey on his breath. No, maybe not in all that
wind and cold. He felt that he deserved to die for what he'd don-but if
he wasn't going to die, then he didn't think he deserved to | ose his

j ob.

These were hard tines. A recession. Good jobs weren't easy to find.

Refl ecti ons of the revol ving enmergency beacons |ent a stroboscopic
quality to the night. Real life had becone a choppy and technically

i nept piece of stop-nmotion animation, with the scarlet snow |ike a spray
of blood falling haltingly fromthe wounded sky.

5

Sooner than Lindsey could have hoped, the surging river shoved her and
Hatch against a formation of water-snoothed rocks that rose like a
series of worn teeth in the mddle of its course, wedging theminto a
gap s-sufficiently narrow to prevent them from being swept farther
downst ream

Water foamed and gurgled around them but with the rocks behind her, she
was able to stop struggling agai nst the deadly undertow.

She felt linp, every muscle soft and unresponsive. She could barely
manage to keep Hatch's head fromtipping forward into the water, though
doi ng so should have been a sinple task now that she no | onger needed to
fight the river.

Though she was incapable of letting go of him keeping his head above
wat er was a pointless task: he had drowned. She could not kid herself
that he was still alive. And mnute by mnute he was less likely to be
revived with artificial respiration. But she would not give up. Wuld
not. She was astonished by her fierce refusal to relinquish hope,

t hough just before the accident she had thought she was devoid of hope
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forever.

The chill of the water had thoroughly penetrated Lindsey, nunmbing m nd
as well as flesh. When she tried to concentrate on formng a plan that
woul d get her fromthe mddle of the river to the shore, she could not
bring her thoughts into focus. She felt drugged. She knew t hat

drowsi ness was a conpani on of hypothernia, that dozing off would invite
deeper unconsciousness and ultimately death. She was deternined to keep
awake and alert at all costs-but suddenly she realized that she had

cl osed her eyes, giving in to the tenptation of sleep.

Fear twi sted through her. Renewed strength coiled in her nuscles.

Bl i nking feverishly, eyelashes frosted with snow that no | onger nelted
from her body heat, she peered around Hatch and al ong the |ine of

wat er - pol i shed boul ders. The safety of the bank was only fifteen feet
awnay.

If the rocks were close to one another, she m ght be able to tow Hatch
to shore without being sucked through a gap and carri ed downnver.

Her vision had adapted sufficiently to the gloom however, for her to
see that centuries of patient currents had carved a five-foot-w de hole
in the mddle of the granite span agai nst which she was wedged. It was
hal fway between her and the river's edge. Dinmy glistening under a

| acework shawl of ice, the ebony water quickened as it was funnel ed
toward the gap; no doubt it exploded out the other side with trenmendous
force.

Li ndsey knew she was too weak to propel herself across that powerful
eruption. She and Hatch woul d be swept through the breach and, at |ast,
to certain death.

Just when surrender to an endl ess sl eep began, again, to | ook nore
appeal i ng than conti nued pointless struggle against nature's hostile
power, she saw strange lights at the top of the ravine, a couple of
hundred yards upriver. She was so disoriented and her nind so

anest hetized by the cold that for a while the pulsing crinmson gl ow
seened eerie, nysterious, supernatural, as if she were staring upward at
t he wondrous radi ance of a hovering, divine presence.

Gradual |y she realized that she was seeing the throb of police or

anbul ance beacons on the highway far above, and then she spotted the
flashlit cuers had descended the ravine wall. They were maybe a hundred
yards upriver, where the car had sunk.

She called to them Her shout issued as a whisper. She tried again,
with greater success, but they nmust not have heard her above the keening
wind, for the flashlights continued to sweep back and forth over the
sane section of riverbank and turbul ent water

Suddenly she realized that Hatch was slipping out of her grasp again.
Hi s face was underwater.

Wth the abruptness of a switch being thrown, Lindsey's terror becane
anger again. She was angry with the truck driver for being caught in
the nmountains during a snowstorm angry with herself for being so weak,
angry with Hatch for reasons she could not define, angry with the cold
and insistent river, and enraged at God for the violence and injustice
of Hi s universe

Li ndsey found greater strength in anger than in terror. She flexed her
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hal f-frozen hands, got a better grip on Hatch, pulled his head out of
the water again, and let out a cry for help that was | ouder than the
banshee voice of the wind. Upstream the flashlight beans, as one,
swung searchingly in her direction.

6

The stranded coupl e | ooked dead already. Targeted by the flashlights,
their faces floated on the dark water, as white as
apparitions-translucent, unreal, |ost.

Lee Reednan, a San Bernardi no County Deputy Sheriff w th emergency
rescue training, waded into the water to haul them ashore, bracing
hi nsel f agai nst a ranpart of boul ders that extended out to m dstream

He was on a half-inch, hawser-laid nylon line with a breaking strength
of four thousand pounds, secured to the trunk of a sturdy pine and
bel ayed by two ot her deputi es.

He had taken off his parka but not his uniformor boots. 1In those
fierce currents, swi nm ng was inpossible anyway, so he did not have to
worry about being hanpered by clothes. And even sodden garnents woul d
protect himfromthe worst bite of the frigid water, reducing the rate
at whi ch body heat was sucked out of him

Wthin a mnute of entering the river, however, when he was only halfway
toward the stranded couple, Lee felt as if a refrigerant had been
injected into his bloodstream He couldn't believe that he woul d have
been any col der had he dived naked into those icy currents.

He woul d have preferred to wait for the Wnter Rescue Teamthat was on
its way, nmen who had experience pulling skiers out of aval anches and
retrieving carel ess skaters who had fallen through thin ice. They would
have insul ated wetsuits and all the necessary gear. But the situation
was too desperate to delay; the people in the river would not |ast unti
the specialists arrived.

He cane to a five-foot-wide gap in the rocks, where the river gushed
through as if being drawn forward by a huge suction punp. He was
knocked of f his feet, but the nen on the bank kept the line taut, paying
it out precisely at the rate he was noving, so he was not swept into the
breach. He flailed forward through the surging river, swallow ng a

mout hful of water so bitterly cold that it nade his teeth ache, but he
got a on the rock at the far side of the gap and pulled hinself across.

A minute later, gasping for breath and shivering violently, Lee reached
the couple. The man was unconsci ous, but the wonman was alert. Their
faces bobbled in and out of the overlapping flashlight beanms directed
fromshore, and they both | ooked in terrible shape. The worman's fl esh
seenmed to have both shrivel ed and bl anched of all color, so the natura
phosphorescence of bone shone like a light within, revealing the skul
beneath her skin. Her lips were as white as her teeth; other than her
sodden bl ack hair, only her eyes were dark, as sunken as the eyes of a
corpse and bleak with the pain of dying. Under the circunstances he
could not guess her age within fifteen years and could not tell if she
was ugly or attractive, but he could see, at once, that she was at the
limt of her resources, holding on to life by wllpower alone.

"Take ny husband first," she said, pushing the unconscious man into
Lee's arns. Her shrill voice cracked repeatedly. "He's got a head
injury, needs help, hurry up, go on, go on, dam you!"
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Her anger didn't offend Lee. He knew it was not directed agai nst him
really, and that it gave her the strength to endure.

"Hold on, and we'll all go together." He raised his voice above the roar
of the wind and the racing river. "Don't fight it, don't try to grab on
to the rocks or keep your feet on the bottom They'll have an easier
time reeling us inif we let the water buoy us."

She seened to under st and.

Lee gl anced back toward shore. A light focused on his face, and he
shout ed, "Ready! Now "

The teamon the riverbank began to reel himin, with the unconsci ous nan
and the exhausted worman in tow.

7

After Lindsey was haul ed out of the water, she drifted in and out of
consciousness. For a while life seemed to be a videotape being
fast-forwarded fromone randomy chosen scene to another, with
gray-white static in between.

As she lay gasping on the ground at the river's edge, a young paranedic
with a snow caked beard knelt at her side and directed a penlight at her
eyes, checking her pupils for uneven dilation. He said, "Can you hear
me?"

"Of course. \here's Hatch?"

"Do you know your name?"

"Were's ny husband? He needs ... CPR"

"We're taking care of him Now, do you know your nanme?"
"Li ndsey. "

"Good. Are you col d?"

That seened |ike a stupid question, but then she realized she was no

| onger freezing. 1In fact, a mldly unpleasant heat had arisen in her
extremties. It was not the sharp, painful heat of flanes. |Instead,
she fe feet and hands had been dipped in a caustic fluid that was
gradual |y di ssol ving her skin and | eaving raw nerve ends exposed. She
knew, without having to be told, that her inability to feel the bitter
night air was an indication of physical deterioration

fast forward..

She was being nmoved on a stretcher. They were heading al ong the
riverbank. Wth her head toward the front of the litter, she could | ook
back at the nman who was carrying the rear of it. The snow covered
ground reflected the flashlight beans, but that soft eerie glow was only
bri ght enough to reveal the basic contours of the stranger's face and
add a disquieting glimer to his iron-hard eyes.

As color | ess as a charcoal draw ng, strangely silent, full of dreamike
nmotion and nystery, that place and nmonent had the quality of a
nightmare. She felt her heartbeat accelerate as she squinted back and
up at the alnost faceless man. The illogic of a dream shaped her fear,
and suddenly she was certain that she was dead and that the shadowy nen
carrying her stretcher were not nen at all but carrion-bearers

file:/l/IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Hideaway.txt (14 of 246) [2/9/2004 10:01:13 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Hideaway.txt

delivering her to the boat that would convey her across the Styx to the
| and of the dead and dammed.

Fast forward...

Lashed to the stretcher now, tilted alnost into a standing position, she
was being pulled al ong the snow covered sl ope of the ravine wall by
unseen nen reeling in a pair of ropes fromabove. Two other nen
acconpani ed her, one on each side of the stretcher, struggling up
through the knee-deep drifts, guiding her and maki ng sure she didn't
flip over.

She was ascending into the red gl ow of the energency beacons. As that
crimson radi ance conpletely surrounded her, she began to hear the urgent
voi ces of the rescuers above and the crackl e of police-band radi os. Wen
she coul d snell the pungent exhaust funes of their vehicles, she knew
that she was going to survive

Just seconds froma cl ean getaway, she thought.

Though in the grip of a deliriumborn of exhaustion, confused and
fuzzy-m nded, Lindsey was alert enough to be unnerved by that thought
and t he subconscious longing it represented. Just seconds froma clean
getaway? The only thing she had been seconds away from was death. Was
she still so depressed fromthe loss of Jimy that, even after five
years, her own death was an acceptable release fromthe burden of her
grief?

Then why didn't | surrender to the river? she wondered. Wy not just
| et go?

Hat ch, of course. Hatch had needed her. She'd been ready to step out
of this world in hope of setting foot into a better one. But she had
not been able to nmake that decision for Hatch, and to surrender her own
I'ife under those circumstances woul d have meant forfeiting his as well.

Wth a clatter and a jolt, the stretcher was pulled over the brink of
the ravine and lowered flat onto the shoul der of the nountain highway
besi de an anbul ance. Red snow swirled into her face.

A paramedic with a weat her-beaten face and beautiful blue eyes |eaned
over her. "You're going to be all right."

"I didn't want to die," she said.

She was not really speaking to the man. She was arguing with herself,
trying to deny that her despair over the |oss of her son had becone such
a chronic enotional infection that she had been secretly longing to join
himin death. Her self-image did not include the word "suicidal," and
she was shocked and repul sed to di scover, under extrene stress, that
such an inpul se mght be a part of her

Just seconds froma clean getaway .

She said, "Did | want to di e?"

"You aren't going to die," the paranedic assured her as he and anot her
man untied the ropes fromthe handles of the litter, preparatory to

| oadi ng her into the anbul ance. "The worst is over now. The worst is
over."

Hal f a dozen police and energency vehicles were parked across two | anes
of the mountain highway. Uphill and downhill traffic shared the third
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| ane, regul ated by uniforned deputies. Lindsey was aware of people
gawki ng at her froma Jeep Wagoneer, but they vani shed beyond shatters
of snow and heavy plumes of crystallized exhaust funes.

The anbul ance van coul d accommpdate two patients. They | oaded Lindsey
onto a wheel ed gurney that was fixed to the left wall by two spring
clanps to prevent it fromrolling while the vehicle was in notion

They put Hatch on another identical gurney along the right wall.

Two paranedi cs crowded into the rear of the ambul ance and pulled the

wi de door shut behind them As they noved, their white, insulated nylon
pants and jackets produced continuous frictional sounds, a series of
soft whistles that seened to be electronically anplified in those cl ose
quarters

Wth a short burst of its sireD, the anbul ance started to nove. The
par anedi cs swayed easily with the rocking nmotion. Experience had made
t hem sure footed

Side by side in the narrow ai sl e between the gurneys, both nen turned to
Li ndsey. Their nanes were stitched on the breast pockets of their
jackets: David O Malley and Jerry Epstein. Wth a curious conbination
of professional detachnent and concerned attentiveness, they began to
wor k on her, exchanging nedical information with each other in crisp
enot i onl ess voi ces but speaking to her in soft, synpathetic, encouraging
t ones.

That dichotony in their behavior alarmed rather than soothed Lindsey,
but she was too weak and disoriented to express her fear. She felt
infuriatingly delicate. Shaky. She was rem nded of a surrealistic
painting This Wrld and the Next, which she had done | ast year, because
the central figure in that piece had been a wire-wal king circus acrobat
pl agued by uncertainty. Right now consci ousness was a high wire on

whi ch she was precariously perched. Any effort to speak to the
paramedics, if sustained for nore than a word or two, m ght unbal ance
her and send her into a long, dark fall.

Al t hough her mind was too clouded to find any sense in nost of what the
two men were saying, she understood enough to know that she was
suffering from hypotherm a, possibly frostbite, and that they were
worried about her. Blood pressure too | ow. Heartbeat slow and
irregular. Slow and shallow respiration

Maybe that clean getaway was still possible.
If she really wanted it.

She was anbivalent. |f she actually had hungered for death on a
subconsci ous | evel since Jimmy's funeral, she had no special appetite
for it nowthough neither did she find it particularly unappealing.

What ever happened to her woul d happen, and in her current condition,
with her enotions as nunb as her five senses, she did not much care
about her fate.

Hypotherm a switched off the survival instinct with a narcotizing pal
as effective as that produced by an Gal coholic hinge.

Then, between the two nuttering paramedi cs, she caught a glinpse of
Hatch lying on the other gurney, and abruptly she was jolted out of her
hal f-trance by her concern for him He | ooked so pale. But not just
whi te.
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Anot her, |l ess healthy shade of pale with a lot of gray init. Hs lab
turned toward her, eyes closed, nouth open slightly-looked as if a flash
fire had swept through it, |eaving nothing between bone and skin except
the ashes of flesh consuned.

"Pl ease," she said, "ny husband." She was surprised that her voice was
just a low, rough croak

"You first," O Malley said.

"No. Hatch. Hatch needs ... help."

"You first," O Malley repeated.

Hi s insistence reassured her sonewhat. As bad as Hatch | ooked, he nust
be all right, nmust have responded to CPR nust be in better shape than
she was, or otherw se they would have tended to himfirst. Wuldn't

t hey?

Her thoughts grew fuzzy again. The sense of urgency that had gripped
her now abated. She closed her eyes.

2

Later In Lindsey's hypothermic torpor, the nurnuring voices above her
seened as rhythmic, if not as nelodic, as a lullaby. But she was kept
awake by the increasingly painful stinging sensation in her extremities
and by the rough handling of the nedics, who were packing snall
pillowike objects against her sides. Whatever the things were-electric
or chem cal heating pads, she supposed they radi ated a soothing warnth
far different fromthe fire burning within her feet and hands.

"Hat ch needs warnmed up, too," she said thickly.

"He's fine, don't you worry about him" Epstein said. H's breath puffed
out in small white clouds as he spoke.

"But he's cold."
"That's what he needs to be. That's just how we want him"

O Mal l ey said, "But not too cold, Jerry. Nyebern doesn't want a Pod
sickle. lce crystals formin the tissue, there'll be brain damage."

Epstein turned to the snall hal f-open wi ndow that separated the rear of
t he anbul ance fromthe forward conpartment. He called loudly to the
driver: "Mke, turn on alittle heat maybe."

Li ndsey wondered who Nyebern m ght be, and she was al arnmed by the words
"brai n danage." But she was too weary to concentrate and make sense of
what they said.

Her mind drifted to recollections from chil dhood, but they were so

di storted and strange that she nust have slipped across the border of
consci ousness into a hal f-sl eep where her subconsci ous coul d work

ni ghtmari sh tricks on her nenories.

she saw herself five years of age, at play in a neadow behind her
house.

The sloped field was famliar in its contours, but sone hatefu
i nfluence had crept into her mnd and neddl ed with the details, wickedly
recoloring the grass a spider-belly black. The petals of all the
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flowers were blacker still, with crinson stanens that glistened |ike fat
drops of bl ood.

she saw herself at seven, on the school playground at twilight, but

al one as she had never been in real life. Around her stood the usua
array of swi ngs and seesaws and jungle gynms and slides, casting crisp
shadows in the peculiar orange light of days end. Those machineries of
joy seened curiously omnous now. They |oomed mal evolently, as if they
m ght begin to nove at any second, with rmuch creaki ng and cl anki ng, bl ue
St. Elnp's fire glowing on their flanks and |inbs, seeking blood for a
| ubricant, robotic vampires of alum numand steel. 3

Periodically Lindsey heard a strange and distant cry, the nmournful bl eat
of sone great, mnysterious beast. Eventually, even in her seni-delirious
condition, she realized that the sound did not originate either in her

i magi nation or in the distance but directly overhead. It was no beast,
just the anbul ance siren, which was needed only in short bursts to clear
what little traffic had ventured onto the snow swept hi ghways.

The anbul ance cane to a stop sooner than she had expected, but that

m ght be only because her sense of tinme was as out of whack as her other
perceptions. Epstein threw the rear door open while O Malley rel eased
the spring clanmps that fixed Lindsey's gurney in place.

When they lifted her out of the van, she was surprised to see that she
was not at a hospital in San Bernardi no, as she expected to be, but in a
parking lot in front of a small shopping center. At that |late hour the
| ot was deserted except for the anbul ance and, astonishingly, a |arge
hel i copter on the side of which was enbl azoned a red cross in a white
circle and the words AVBULANCE SERVI CE

The night was still cold, and wi nd hooted across the bl acktop. They
were now bel ow the snow |ine, although just at the base of the nountains
and still far from San Bernardino. The ground was bare, and the wheels

of the gurney creaked as Epstein and O nmall ey rushed Lindsey into the
care of the two nmen waiting beside the chopper

The engi ne of the air anmbul ance was idling. The rotors turned
sl uggi shly.

The nere presence of the craft-and the sense of extrene urgency that it
represented-was like a flare of sunlight that burned off sone of the
dense fog in Lindsey's mnd. She realized that either she or Hatch was
in worse shape than she had thought, for only a critical case could
justify such an unconventional and expensive met hod of conveyance. And
they obviously were going farther than to a hospital in San Bernardino,
perhaps to a treatnment center specializing in state-of-the-art trauma
medi ci ne of one kind or another. Even as that |ight of understanding
came to her, she wished that it could be extinguished, and she
despairingly sought the confort of that nental fog again.

As the chopper nedics took charge of her and Iifted her into the
aircraft, one of them shouted above the engi ne noise, "But she's alive."

"She's in bad shape," Epstein said.

"Yeah, okay, she looks like shit," the chopper nmedic said, "but she's
still alive. Nyebern's expecting a stiff."

O Mall ey said, "It's the other one."

"The husband," Epstein said.
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"We'll bring himover," O nalley said.

Li ndsey was aware that a monunmental piece of information had been
revealed in those few brief exchanges, but she was not cl earheaded
enough to understand what it was. O maybe she sinply did not want to
under st and.

As they noved her into the spacious rear conpartnment of the helicopter,
transferred her onto one of their own litters, and strapped her to the
vinyl -covered mattress, she sank back into frighteningly corrupted
menori es of childhood: she was nine years old, playing fetch with her
dog, Boo, but when the frisky | abrador brought the red rubber ball back
to her and dropped it at her feet, it was not a ball any longer. It was
a throbbing heart, trailing torn arteries and veins. It was pul sing not
because it was alive but because a mass of worns and sarcophagus beetl es
churned within its rotting chanbers 4

The helicopter was airborne. Its novenent, perhaps because of the
winter wind, was | ess reniniscent of an aircraft than of a boat tunbling
in a bad tide. Nausea uncoiled in Lindsey's stonach.

A medi ¢ bent over her, his face masked in shadows, applying a
st et hoscope to her breast.

Across the cabin, another nedic was shouting into a radi o headset as he
bent over Hatch, talking not to the pilot in the forward conpartnent but
perhaps to a receiving physician at whatever hospital awaited them

H s words were sliced into a series of thin sounds by the air-carving
rotors overhead, so his voice fluttered |ike that of a nervous
adol escent .

..... m nor head injury no nortal wounds apparent cause of death seens
to be ... drowning On the far side of the chopper, near the foot of
Hatch's litter, the sliding door was open a few i nches, and Lindsey
realized the door on her side was not fully closed, either, creating an
arctic cross draught. That al so explained why the roar of the w nd
outside and the clatter of the rotors were so deafening.

Way did they want it so col d?

The nmedic attending to Hatch was still shouting into his headset:
mout h-to-nmouth . mechanical resuscitator C. Q2 and cO 2 without results
epi nephrine was ineffective..."

The real world had become too real, even viewed through her delirium

She didn't like it. Her tw sted dreanscapes, in all their nutant
horror, were nore appealing than the inside of the air anbul ance,

per haps because on a subconsci ous | evel she was able to exert at |east
sonme control on her nightmares but none at all on real events.

she was at her senior prom dancing in the arms of Joey Del vecchi o,
the boy with whom she had been going steady in those days. They were
under a vast canopy of crepe-paper streamers. She was speckled with
sequi ns of blue and white and yellow |ight cast off by the revolving
crystal -and-nirror chandelier above the dance floor. It was the nusic
of a better age, before rock-and-roll started to lose its soul, before
di sco and New Age and hi p- hop, back when Elton John and the Eagles were

at their peak, when the Isley Brothers were still recording, the Doobie
Brothers, Stevie Wnder, Neil Sedaka meki ng a maj or coneback, the nusic
still alive, everything and everyone so alive, the world filled with

hope and possibilities now long since lost. They were slowdancing to a
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Freddy Fender tune reasonably well rendered by a |ocal band, and she was
suffused with happi ness and a sense of well-being-until she lifted her
head from Joey's shoul der and | ooked up and saw not Joey's face but the
rotting countenance of a cadaver, yellow teeth exposed between shrivel ed
black lips, flesh pocked and blistered and oozing, bl codshot eyes

bul ging and weeping vile flu fromlesions of decay. She tried to scream
and pull away fromhim but she could only continue to dance, |istening
to the overly sweet romantic strains of 'Before the Next Teardrop Falls,
"aware that she was seeing Joey as he would be in a few years, after he
had died in the Marine-barracks explosion in Lebanon

She felt death | eeching fromhis cold flesh into hers. She knew she had
to tear herself fromhis enbrace before that nortal tide filled her

But when she | ooked desperately around for someone who ni ght hel p her,
she saw that Joey was not the only dead dancer. Sally Ontkeen, who in
ei ght years woul d succunb to cocai ne poi soning, glided by in an advanced
stage of deconposition, in the arns of her boyfriend who smiled down on
her as if una ware of the corruption of her flesh. Jack Wnslow, the
school football star who would be killed in a drunken driving acci dent
in less than a year, spun his date past them his face was swollen
purple tinged with green, and his skull was crushed along the left side
as it would be after the weck. He spoke to Lindsey and Joey in a raspy
voice that didn't belong to Jack Wnslow but to a creature on holiday
froma graveyard vocal cords withered into dry strings: "What a night!
Man, what a night!"

Li ndsey shuddered, but not solely because of the frigid wind that how ed
through the partly open chopper doors.

The nedic, his face still in shadows, was taking her bl ood pressure.

Her left armwas no | onger under the blanket. The sleeves of her
sweat er and bl ouse had been cut away, exposing her bare skin. The cuff
of the sphygnonmanoneter was wound tightly around her biceps and secured
by Velcro straps. Her shudders were so pronounced that they evidently
| ooked, to the paranmedic, as if they m ght be the nuscle spasnms that
acconpani ed convul sions. He plucked a snmall rubber wedge from a nearby
supply tray and started to insert it in her nouth to prevent her from
biting or swallow ng her tongue.

She pushed his hand away. "I'mgoing to die."

Rel i eved that she was not havi ng convul sions, he said, "No, you're not
that bad, you're okay, you're going to be fine."

He didn't understand what she nmeant. Inpatiently, she said, "W're al
going to die."

That was the neaning of her dreamdistorted nenories. Death had been
with her fromthe day she'd been born, always at her side, constant
conpani on, which she had not understood until Jimry's death five years
ago, and which she had not accepted until tonight when death took Hatch
from her.

Her heart seemed to clutch up like a fist within her breast. A new pain
filled her, separate fromall the other agonies and nore profound.

In spite of terror and delirium and exhaustion, all of which she had
used as shields against the awmful insistence of reality, truth came to
her at last, and she was hel pl ess to do anything but accept it.
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Hat ch had drowned.
Hatch was dead. CPR had not worked.
Hat ch was gone forever

she was twenty-five years old, propped against bed pillows in the
maternity ward at St. Joseph's Hospital. The nurse was bringing her a
smal | bl anket -wr apped bundl e, her baby, her son, Janes Eugene Harri son,
whom she had carried for nine nonths but had not net, whom she | oved
with all her heart but had not seen. The smiling nurse gently conveyed
the bundle into Lindsey's arns, and Lindsey tenderly lifted aside the
satin-trinmed edge of the blue cotton blanket. She saw that she cradl ed
a tiny skeleton with holl ow eye sockets, the snall bones of its fingers
curled in the wanting-needing gesture of an infant. Jimy had been born
with death in him as everyone was, and in |less than five years cancer
would claimhim The small, bony nouth of the skel eton-child eased open
inalong, slow, silent cry 5

Li ndsey coul d hear the chopper bl ades carving the night air, but she was
no longer inside the craft. She was being wheel ed across a parking | ot
toward a large building with nmany |ighted wi ndows. She thought she
ought to know what it was, but she couldn't think clearly, and in fact
she didn't care what it was or where she was goi ng or why.

Ahead, a pair of double doors flew open, revealing a space warned by
yel l ow |ight, peopled by several silhouettes of nen and wonen. Then
Li ndsey was rushed into the |light and anong the sil houettes ... a long
hallway ... a roomthat snelled of al cohol and other disinfectants..

the sil houettes becoming people with faces, then nore faces appearing..

soft but urgent voices ... hands gripping her, lifting ... her off the
gurney, onto a bed .. tipped back a little, her head bel ow the | evel of
her body ..

rhythm c beeps and clicks issuing fromelectronic equi pnent of sone
ki nd.

She wi shed they would just all go away and | eave her alone, in peace.

Just go away. Turn off the lights as they went. Leave her in darkness.
She | onged for silence, stillness, peace.

A vile odor with an edge of ammoni a assaulted her. It burned her nasa
passages, nade her eyes pop open and water.

A man in a white coat was hol di ng sonet hi ng under her nose and peering
intently into her eyes. As she began to choke and gag on the stench, he
took the object away and handed it to a brunette in a white uniform

The pungent odor quickly faded.
Li ndsey was aware of novenent around her, faces com ng and goi ng.

She knew that she was the center of attention, an object of urgent

i nquiry, but she did not-could not nanage tare. It was all nore like a
dream than her actual dreans had been. A soft tide of voices rose and
fell around her, swelling rhythnmically |ike gentle breakers whispering

on a sandy shore: ..... mar ked pal eness of the skin .. cyanosis of
lips, nails, fingertips, |obes of the ears ,...weak pul se, very rapid
respiration quick and shallow ... blood pressure's so damed | ow I

can't get a reading "Didn't those assholes "Sure, all the way in."
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"xygen, CO-2 mx. And nmake it fast!"
" Epi nephri ne?"
"Yeah, prepare it."

"Epi nephrine? But what if she has internal injuries? You can't see a
henorrhage if one's there."

"Hell, | gotta take a chance."

Soneone put a hand over her face, as if trying to snother her. Lindsey
felt something plugging up her nostrils, and for a nonent she could not

breathe. The curious thing was that she didn't care. Then cool dry air
hi ssed into her nose and seened to force an expansi on of her |ungs.

A young bl onde, dressed all in white, |eaned close, adjusted the
i nhal ator, and smiled wi nningly. "There you go, honey. Are you getting
t hat ?"

The woman was beautiful, ethereal, with a singularly nusical voice,
backlit by a gol den gl ow.

A heavenly apparition. An angel
Wheezi ng, Lindsey said, "My husband is dead."

"I't' Il be okay, honey. Just relax, breathe as deeply as you can
everything will be all right."

"No, he's dead," Lindsey said. "Dead and gone, gone forever. Don't you
lie to ne, angels aren't allowed to lie."

On the other side of the bed, a man in white was swabbing the inside of
Li ndsey's left el bow with an al cohol -soaked pad. It was icy cold.

To the angel, Lindsey said, "Dead and gone."

Sadly, the angel nodded. Her blue eyes were filled with [ove, as an
angel's eyes should be. "He's gone, honey. But maybe this tinme that
isn't the end of it."

Deat h was al ways the end. How could death not be the end?
A needl e stung Lindsey's left arm

"This time," the angel said softly, "there's still a chance. W' ve got
a special programhere, a real" Another worman burst into the room and
interrupted excitedly: "Nyebern's in the hospital!"

A communal sigh of relief alnost a quiet cheer, swept those gathered in
the room

"He was at dinner in Marina Del Rey when they reached him He nust've
driven like a bat out of Hell to get back here this fast."

"You see, dear?" the angel said to Lindsey. "There's a chance.
There's still a chance. We'Ill be praying.”
So what? Lindsey thought bitterly. Praying never works for ne.

Expect no mracles. The dead stay dead, and the living only wait to
join them
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Gui ded by procedures outlined by Dr. Jonas Nyebern and kept on file in
the Resuscitation Medicine project office, the Orange County Genera
Hospital energency staff had prepared an operating roomto receive the
action the nonent the on-site paranedics in the San Bernardi no Muntains
had reported, by police-band radio, that the victimhad drowned in
near-freezing water but had suffered only minor injuries in the accident
itself, which made him a perfect subject for Nyebern. By the tine the
ai r anmbul ance was touching down in the hospital parking |ot, the usua
array of operating-roominstrunents and devices had been augnented with
a bypass nachi ne and ot her equi pnent required by the resuscitation team

Treat ment woul d not take place in the regular emergency room Those
facilities offered insufficient space to deal with Harrison in addition
to the usual influx of patients. Though Jonas Nyebern was a

cardi ovascul ar surgeon and the project teamwas rich with surgica
skills, resuscitation procedures seldominvol ved surgery. Only the

di scovery of a severe internal injury would require themto cut
Harrison, and their use of an operating roomwas nore a matter of
conveni ence than necessity.

When Jonas entered fromthe surgical hallway after preparing hinself at
the scrub sinks, his project teamwas waiting for him Because fate had
deprived himof his w fe, daughter, and son, |leaving himw thout famly,
and because an innate shyness had al ways i nhibited himfrom nmaki ng
friends beyond the boundaries of his profession, these were not nerely
his col |l eagues but the only people in the world with whomhe felt
entirely confortable and about whom he cared deeply.

Hel ga Dorner stood by the instrument cabinets to Jonas's left, in the
penunbra of the light that fell fromthe array of hal ogen bul bs over the
operating table. She was a superb circulating nurse with a broad face
and sturdy body reniniscent of any of countless steroid-saturated fenal e
Soviet track stars, but her eyes and hands were those of the gentl est
Raphael Madonna. Patients initially feared her, soon respected her,
eventual |y adored her

Wth solemity that was characteristic in noments like this, Helga did
not smle but gave Jonas a thunbs-up sign

Near the bypass machine stood Gna Delilo, a thirty-year-old RN and
surgi cal technician who chose, for whatever reasons, to conceal her
extraordi nary conpetence and sense of responsibility behind a pert,
cute, ponytailed exterior that nade her seemto be an escapee from one
of those old G dget or beach-party novies that had been popul ar decades
ago.

Li ke the others, G na was dressed in hospital greens and a string-tied
cotton cap that conceal ed her blond hair, but bright-pink ankle socks
sprout ed above the el astic-edged cloth boots that covered her shoes.

Fl anki ng the operating table were Dr. Ken Nakanura and Dr. Kari
Dovel |, two hospital -staff physicians with successful |ocal private
practices. Ken was a rare double threat, holding advanced degrees in

i ntern nedicine and neurology. Daily experience with the fragility of
human physi ol ogy drove some doctors to drink and caused others to harden
their hearts until they were enptionally isolated fromtheir patients;
Ken's heal thier defense was a sense of hunor that was sonetines tw sted
but al ways psychologically healing. Kari, a first-rate specialist in
pedi atric nedicine, was four inches taller than Ken's five-feet-seven,
reed-thin where he was slightly pudgy, but she was as quick to |augh as
the internist.
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Soneti mes, though, a profound sadness in her eyes troubled Jonas and |ed
himto believe that a cyst of loneliness lay so deep within her that
friendship could never provide a scal pel |ong or sharp enough to excise
it Jonas | ooked at each of his four colleagues in turn, but none of them
spoke. The wi ndowl ess room was eerily quiet.

For the nost part the teamhad a curiously passive air, as if
disinterested in what was about to happen. But their eyes gave them
away, for they were the eyes of astronauts who were standing in the exit
bay of an orbiting shuttle on the brink of a space wal k: aglow with

exci tenment, wonder, a sense of adventure and a little fear

O her hospitals had enmergency-room staffs skilled enough at
resuscitation nmedicine to give a patient a fighting chance at recovery,
but Orange County General was one of only three centers in all of
southern California that coul d boast a separately funded, cutting-edge
project ainmed at naximnizing the success of reani mati on procedures.

Harrison was the project forty-fifth patient in the fourteen nonths
since it had been established, but the manner of his death made himthe
most interesting. Drowning. Followed by rapidly induced hypotherm a.

Drowni ng neant relatively little physical danmage, and the chill factor
dramatically slowed the rate at which postnortemcell deterioration took
pl ace.

More often than not, Jonas and his team had treated victinms of
catastrophi c stroke, cardiac arrest, asphyxiation due to trachea
obstruction, or drug overdose. Those patients usually had suffered at

| east some irreversible brain damage prior to or at the nonment of death,
bef ore coning under the care of the Resuscitation Project, conpronising
their chances of being brought back in perfect condition

And of those who had died fromviolent trauma of one kind or another,
some had been too severely injured to be saved even after being
resuscitated. Ohers had been resuscitated and stabilized, only to
succunb to secondary infections that soon devel oped into toxic shock

Three had been dead so | ong that, once resuscitated, brain damage was
either too severe to allow themto regain consciousness or, if they were
consci ous, too extensive to allow themto |lead anything |ike a nornal
life.

Wth sudden anguish and a twinge of guilt, Jonas thought of his
failures, of life inconpletely restored, of patients in whose eyes he
had seen the tortured awareness of their own pathetic condition

"This time will be different." Kari Dovell's voice was soft, only a
whi sper, but it shattered Jonas's reverie.

Jonas nodded. He felt considerable affection for these people. For
their sake nore than his own, he wanted the teamto have a mmjor
unqual i fi ed success.

"Let's do it," he said.

Even as he spoke, the double doors to the operating room crashed open,
and two surgical orderlies rushed in with the dead man on a gurney.

Swiftly and skillfully, they transferred the body onto the slightly
tilted operating table, treating it with nore care and respect than they
m ght have shown a corpse in other circunstances, and then exited.
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The team went to work even as the orderlies were headi ng out of the
room Wth speed and econony of novenment, they scissored the remaining
clothes off the dead man, |eaving himnaked on his back, and attached to
himthe | eads of an el ectrocardi ograph, an el ectroencephal ograph, and a
ski n-patch digital -readout thernoneter.

Seconds were golden. Mnutes were beyond price. The |onger the man
remai ned dead, the | ess chance they had of bringing himback with any
degree of success what soever.

Kari Dovell adjusted the controls of the EKG sharpening the contrast.

For the benefit of the tape recording that was being made of the entire
procedure, she repeated what all of themcould see: "Flat line. No
heart beat . "

"No al pha, no beta," Ken Nakamura added, confirm ng the absence of all
electrical activity in the patient's brain.

Havi ng wrapped the pressure cuff of a sphygnomanoneter around the
patient's right arm Helga reported the reading they expected: "No
measur abl e bl ood pressure. "

G na stood beside Jonas, nonitoring the digital-readout thernoneter
"Body tenperature's forty-six degrees."

"So low" Kari said, her green eyes widening with surprise as she stared
down at the cadaver. "And he nust've warmed up at |east ten degrees
since they pulled himout of that stream W keep it cool in here, but
not that cool."

The thernostat was set at sixty-four degrees to bal ance the confort of
the resuscitation team agai nst the need to prevent the victimfrom
warm ng too fast.

Looking up fromthe dead man to Jonas, Kari said, "Cold is good, okay,
we want himcold, but not too dammed cold. What if his tissues froze
and he sustai ned nassive cerebral damage?"

Exami ning the dead man's toes and then his fingers, Jonas was al nost
enbarrassed to hear hinself say, "There's no indication of vesicles-"

"That doesn't prove anything," Kari said.

Jonas knew that what she said was true. They all knewit. There would
not have been time for vesicles to formin the dead flesh of
frost-bitten fingertips and toes before the man, hinself, had died.

But, dam it, Jonas did not want to give up before they had even
started.

He said, "Still, there's no sign of necrotic tissue-"

"Because the entire patient is necrotic,
of it.

Kari said, unwilling to let go

Sonetimes she seened as ungainly as a spindly-legged bird that, although
a master of the air, was out of its elenment on the land. But at of
times, like now, she used her height to advantage, casting an
intimdating

shadow, | ooking down at an adversary with a hard gaze that seenmed to say
better-listen-to ne or-1-m ght-peck-your-eyes-out-nister. Jonas was two
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inches taller than Kari, so she couldn't actually | ook down at him but
few wonen were that close to being able to give himeven a |evel -eyed
stare, and the effect was the sanme as if he had been five-feet-two.

Jonas | ooked at Ken, seeking support.

The neurol ogi st was having none of it. "In fact the body tenperature
could have fallen bel ow freezing after death, then warmed up on the trip
here, and there'd be no way for us to tell. You know that, Jonas.

The only thing we can say for sure about this guy is that he's deader
than El vis has ever been."

"If he's only forty-six degrees now Kari said.

Every cell in the human body is conposed primarily of water. The
percentage of water differs fromblood cells to bone cells, from skin
cells to liver cells, but there is always nore water than anything el se
And when water freezes, it expands. Put a bottle of soda in the freezer

to quick-chill it, leave it too long, and you're left with just the
expl oded contents bristling with shattered gl ass. Frozen water bursts
the walls of brain cells-all body cell-in a simlar fashion

No one on the teamwanted to revive Harrison fromdeath if they were
assured of bringing back sonething dramatically | ess than a whol e
person.

No good physician, regardl ess of his passion to heal, wanted to battle
and defeat death only to wind up with a conscious patient suffering from
massi ve brain damage or one who could be sustained "alive" only in a
deep coma with the aid of machi nes.

Jonas knew that his own greatest weakness as a physician was the

extremty of his hatred for death. It was an anger he carried at all
times.
At nonents like this the anger could swell into a quiet fury that

affected his judgnent. Every patient's death was a personal affront to
him He tended to err on the side of optimsm proceeding with a
resuscitation that could have nore tragi c consequences if it succeeded
than if it failed.

The ot her four nenbers of the team understood his weakness, too.
They wat ched hi m expectantly.

If the operating roomhad been tonb--still before, it was now as silent
as the vacuum of any lonely place between the stars where God, if He
exi sted, passed judgnment on Hi s hel pl ess creations.

Jonas was acutely aware of the precious seconds ticking past.

The patient had been in the operating roomless than two m nutes. But
two minutes could make all the difference.

On the table, Harrison was as dead as any nman had ever been. His skin
was an unheal thy shade of gray, lips and fingernails and toenails a
cyanotic blue, lips slightly parted in an eternal exhalation. Hs flesh
was utterly devoid of the tension of life.

However, aside fromthe two-inch-1ong shallow gash on the right side of
his forehead, an abrasion on his left jaw, and abrasions on the pal ns of
hi s hands, he was apparently uninjured. He had been in excellent
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physical condition for a man of thirty-eight, carrying no nore than five
extra pounds, with strai ght bones and wel | -defined nuscul ature.

No matter what m ght have happened to his brain cells, he | ooked |like a
perfect candidate for resuscitation.

A decade ago, a physician in Jonas's position would have been gui ded by
the Five-Mnute Limt, which then had been acknow edged as the naxi mum
Il ength of tinme the human brain could go w thout blood-borne oxygen and
suffer no dimnution of nental faculties. During the past decade,
however, as resuscitation nedicine had becone an exciting new field, the
Five-M nute Linmt had been exceeded so often that it was eventually

di sregarded. Wth new drugs that acted as free-radical scavengers,
machi nes that could cool and heat bl ood, nassive doses of epinephrine,
and other tools, doctors could step well past the Five-Mnute Linit and
snatch sone patients back from deeper regions of death. And

hypot her m a-extrene cooling of the brain which bl ocked the swift and
rui nous chemical changes in cells followi ng death old extend the I ength
of tinme a patient mght |lie dead yet be successfully revived. Twenty
m nutes was common. Thirty was not hopel ess. Cases of triunphant
resuscitation at forty and fifty mnutes were on record. 1|n 1988, a
two-year-old girl in Uah, plucked froman icy river, was brought back
to life without any apparent brain damage after being dead at |east
sixty-six mnutes, and only | ast year a twenty-year-old wonman in
Pennsyl vani a had been revived with all faculties intact seventy m nutes
after death.

The other four menbers of the teamwere still staring at Jonas.
Death, he told hinmself, is just another pathol ogical state.
Most pat hol ogi cal states could be reversed with treatnent.

Dead was one thing. But cold and dead was anot her

To G na, he said, "How |l ong's he been dead?"

Part of G na's job was to serve as liaison, by radio, with the on-site
par anedi cs and nake a record of the information nost vital to the
resuscitation teamat this noment of decision. She |ooked at her

wat ch-a Rol ex on an incongruous pink | eather band to match her sock-and
did not even have to pause to calculate: "Sixty mnutes, but they're
only guessing how Il ong he was dead in the water before they found him

Coul d be | onger."
"Or shorter," Jonas said.

Wi | e Jonas nade his decision, Helga rounded the table to G na's side
and, together, they began to study the flesh on the cadaver's left arm
searching for the major vein, just in case Jonas decided to resuscitate.

Locating bl ood vessels in the slack flesh of a corpse was not al ways
easy, since applying a rubber tourniquet would not increase systenic
pressure.

There was no pressure in the system
"Ckay, I'mgoing to call it," Jonas said

He | ooked around at Ken, Kari, Helga, and Gnia, giving themone |ast
chance to challenge him Then he checked his own Tinmer wistwatch and
said, "lIt's nine-twelve P.M Monday ni ght, March fourth. The patient,
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Hat chford Benjamin Harrison, is dead ... but retrievable."

To their credit, whatever their doubts m ght have been, no one on the
team hesitated once the call had been made. They had the right-and the
duty-to advi se Jonas as he was meking the decision, but once it was
made, they put all of their know edge, skill, and training to work to
insure that the "retrievable" part of his call proved correct.

Dear God, Jonas thought, | hope |'ve done the right thing.

Al ready G na had inserted an exsangui nati on needle into the vein that
she and Hel ga had | ocated. Together they switched on and adjusted the
bypass nachi ne, which would draw the bl ood out of Harrison's body and
gradually warmit to one hundred degrees. Once warned, the bl ood would
be punped back into the still-blue patient through another tube feeding
a needle inserted in a thigh vein.

Wth the process begun, nore urgent work awaited than tine to do it.

Harrison's vital signs, currently nonexistent, had to be nonitored for
the first indications of response to therapy. The treatnent already
provi ded by the paranedics needed to be reviewed to determne if a
previously adm ni stered dose of epinephrina heart-stinmulating

hor nrone-was so large as to rule out giving nore of it to Harrison at
this tinme. Meanwhile Jonas pulled up a wheeled cart of nedications,
prepared by Hel ga before the body had arrived, and began to cal cul ate
the variety and quantity of ingredients for a chem cal cocktail of
free-radi cal scavengers designed to retard tissue damage

"Si xty-one mnutes," Gna said, updating themon the estimated | ength of
time that the patient had been dead. "Ww That's a long tine talking
to the angels. Getting this one back isn't going to be a weeni e roast,

boys and girls."

"Forty-eight degrees," Helga reported solemly, noting the cadaver's
body tenperature as it slowy rose toward the tenperature of the room
around it.

Death is just an ordinary pathol ogical state, Jonas rem nded hinself.
Pat hol ogi cal states can usually be reversed.

Wth her incongruously slender, |ong-fingered hands, Helga fol ded a
cotton surgical towel over the patient's genitals, and Jonas recogni zed
that she was not merely naking a concession to nodesty but was
perform ng an act of kindness that expressed an inportant new attitude
toward Harrison. A dead man had no interest in nodesty. A dead man did
not require kindness- Helga's consideration was a way of saying that she
believed this man woul d once nmore be one of the living, welcomed back to
the brot herhood and si sterhood of humanity, and that he shoul d be
treated henceforth with tenderness and conpassi on and not just as an
interesting and chal | engi ng prospect for reani mation

2

The weeds and grass were as high as his knees, |lush froman unusually
rainy winter. A cool breeze whispered through the nmeadow.

Qccasional ly bats and night birds passed overhead or swooped | ow off to
one side, briefly drawn to himas if they recognized a fell ow predator
but imredi ately repell ed when they sensed the terrible difference

bet ween him and them
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He stood defiantly, gazing up at the stars shining between the steadily
t hi ckeni ng cl ouds that noved eastward across the late-winter sky- He
bel i eved that the universe was a ki ngdom of death, where life was so
rare as to be freakish, a place filled with countless barren planets, a
testanment not to the creative powers of God but to the sterility of Hs
i magi nati on and the triunph of the forces of darkness aligned agai nst
Hm O the two realities that coexisted in this universe-life and
death-life was the smaller and | ess consequential. As a citizen in the
|l and of the living, your existence was linmted to years, nonths, weeks,
days, hours. But as a citizen in the kingdom of the dead, you were

i mortal .

He lived in the borderl and.

He hated the world of the living, into which he had been born. He

| oat hed the pretense to neaning and nanners and norals and virtue that
the living enbraced. The hypocrisy of human interaction, wherein

sel fl essness was publicly chanpi oned and sel fi shness privately pursued,
bot h amused and di sgusted him Every act of kindness seened, to him to
be perfornmed only with an eye to the payback that m ght one day be
extracted fromthe recipient.

Hi s greatest scorn and sonetinmes fury-as reserved for those who spoke of
| ove and nmade clainms to feeling such a thing. Love, he knew, was like
all the other high-mnded virtues that famly, teachers, and priests

bl athered about. It didn't exist. It was a sham a way to contro

ot hers, a con.

He cherished, instead, the darkness and strange anti-life of the world
of the dead in which he bel onged but to which he could not yet return

H's rightful place was with the dammed. He felt at honme anbng t hose who
despi sed | ove, who knew that the pursuit of pleasure was the sole

pur pose of existence. Self was primary. There were no such things as
"wrong" and sin.

The longer he stared at the stars between the clouds, the brighter they
appeared, until each pinpoint of light in the void seenmed to prick his
eyes.

Tears of disconfort blurred his vision, and he | owered his gaze to the
earth at his feet. Even at night, the land of the living was too bright
for the likes of him He didn't need light to see. His vision had
adapted to the perfect blackness of death, to the cataconbs of Hell

Li ght was not merely superfluous to eyes like his; it was a nui sance
and, at tines, an abom nation

I gnoring the heavens, he wal ked out of the field, returning to the
cracked pavenent. His footsteps echoed hollowy through this place that
had once been filled with the voices and | aughter of nultitudes.

I f he had wanted, he could have nmoved with the silence of a stalking
cat.

The cl ouds parted and the lunar | anp beaned down, making hi mw nce.

On all sides, the decaying structures of his hideaway cast stark and
j agged shadows in noonlight that woul d have seened wan to anyone el se
but that, to him shimered on the pavenent as if it were |um nous
pai nt .

He took a pair of sunglasses from an inside pocket of his |eather jacket
and put themon. That was better.
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For a nmonent he hesitated, not sure what he wanted to do with the rest
of the night. He had two basic choices, really: spend the renaining
predawn hours with the living or with the dead. This tinme it was even
an easier choice than usual, for in his current nood, he nmuch preferred
t he dead.

He stepped out of a nmoon-shadow that resenbled a giant, canted, broken
wheel , and he headed toward the nol dering structure where he kept the
dead. His collection

3

"Sixty-four nminutes," Gna said, consulting her Rolex with the pink
| eat her band. "This one could get nessy."

Jonas couldn't believe how fast tine was passing, just speeding by,
surely faster than usual, as if there had been some freak accel eration
of the continuum But it was always the sane in situations like this,
when the difference between |ife and death was nmeasured in minutes and
seconds.

He gl anced at the bl ood, nore blue than red, noving through the

cl ear-plastic exsanguination tube into the purring bypass machine. The
average human body contained five liters of blood. Before the
resuscitation teamwas done with Harrison, his five liters would have
been repeatedly recycled, heated, and filtered.

Ken Nakanura was at a light board, studying head and chest X rays and
body- sonograms that had been taken in the air anbul ance during its

hundr ed- ei ghty-m | e-per-hour journey fromthe base of the San
Bernardi nos to the hospital in Newport Beach. Kari was bent close to
the patient's face, exam ning his eyes through an opht hal noscope,
checking for indications of dangerous cranial pressure froma buil dup of
fluid on the brain.

Wth Helga's assistance, Jonas had filled a series of syringes with

| arge doses of various free-radical neutralizers. Vitamns E and C were
ef fecti ve scavengers and had the advantage of being natural substances,
but he also intended to adm nister a |lazeroid-tirilazad nesyl at e-and
phenyl tertiary butyl nitrone.

Free radicals were fast-noving, unstable nolecules that ricocheted

t hrough the body, causing chem cal reactions that damaged nost cells
with which they came into contact. Current theory held that they were
the primary cause of human agi ng, which expl ai ned why natural scavengers
like vitamins E and C boosted the i mune systemand, in |ong-termusers,
pronoted a nore yout hful appearance and higher energy levels. Free

radi cal s were a by-product of ordinary netabolic processes and were

al ways present in the system But when the body was deprived of
oxygenat ed bl ood for an extended period, even with the protection of
hypot hermi a, huge pools of free radicals were created in excess of
anything the body had to deal with nsrnally. Wen the heart was started
again, renewed circul ati on swept those destructive nol ecul es through the
brain, where their inpact was devastating.

The vitamin and chem cal scavengers would deal with the free radicals
before they could cause any irreversible damage. At least that was the
hope.

Jonas inserted the three syringes in different ports that fed the main
intravenous line in the patient's thigh, but he did not yet inject the

file:/l/IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Hideaway.txt (30 of 246) [2/9/2004 10:01:14 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Hideaway.txt

contents.

"Sixty-five mnutes," G na said.

A long time dead, Jonas thought.
It was very near the record for a successful reanimation.

In spite of the cool air, Jonas felt sweat breaking out on his scalp,
under his thinning hair. He always got too involved, enptional. Some
of his coll eagues di sapproved of his excessive enpathy; they believed a
j udi ci ous perspective was insured by the mai ntenance of a professiona
di stance between the doctor and those he treated. But no patient was
just a patient.

Every one of themwas | oved and needed by soneone. Jonas was acutely
aware that if he failed a patient, he was failing nore than one person,
bringing pain and suffering to a wide network of relatives and friends.

Even when he was treating soneone |ike Harrison, of whom Jonas knew
virtual ly nothing, he began to imagine the lives interlinking with that
of the patient, and he felt responsible to themas nuch as he woul d have
if he had known themintimately.

"The guy | ooks clean," Ken said, turning away fromthe X rays and

sonograms. "No broken bones. No internal injuries.”

"But those sonograns were taken after he was dead," Jonas noted, "so
they don't show functioning organs."

"Right. W'Il snap sone pictures again when he's reani mated, nake sure

not hing's ruptured, but it |ooks good so far."

Strai ghtening up fromher exam nation of the dead man's eyes, Kari
Dovel | said, "There m ght be concussion to deal with. Hard to say from
what | can see."

"Sixty-six mnutes."

"Seconds count here. Be ready, people," Jonas said, although he knew
they were ready.

The cool air couldn't reach his head because of his surgical cap, but
the sweat on his scalp felt icy. Shivers cascaded through him

Bl ood, heated to one hundred degrees, began to nove through the clear
plastic IV line and into the body through a thigh vein, surging
rhythmecally to the artificial pulse of the bypass nachine.

Jonas depressed the plungers hal fway on each of the three syringes,

i ntroduci ng heavy doses of the free-radical scavengers into the first
bl ood passing through the line. He waited |ess than a nminute, then
swiftly depressed the plungers all the way.

Hel ga had al ready prepared three nore syringes according to his
instructions. He renoved the depleted ones fromthe IV ports and
i ntroduced the full syringes without injecting any of their contents.

Ken had noved the portable defibrillation nachine next to the patient.

Subsequent to reanimation, if Harrison's heart began to beat erratically
or chaotically fibrillation it might be coerced into a nornmal rhythm by
the application of an electric shock. That was a | ast-hope strategy,
however, for violent defibrillation could al so have a serious adverse
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effect on a patient who, having been recently brought back fromthe
dead, was in an exceptionally fragile state.

Consulting the digital thernonmeter, Kari said, "H s body tenperature's
up to only fifty-six degrees."

"Si xty-seven minutes," G na said.

"Too slow, " Jonas said.
"Ext ernal heat?"

Jonas hesit at ed.

"Let's go for it," Ken advised.

"Fifty-seven degrees," Kari said.

"At this rate," Helga said worriedly, "we're going to be past eighty
m nutes before he's anywhere near warm enough for the heart to kick in."

Heati ng pads had been placed under the operating-table sheet before the
pati ent had been brought into the room They extended the | ength of his
spi ne.

"Ckay, " Jonas said.

Kari clicked the switch on the heating pads.

"But easy," Jonas advl.

Kari adjusted the tenperature controls.

They had to warmthe body, but potential problenms could arise froma
too-rapid reheating. Every resuscitation was a tightrope wal k.

Large doses of vitamins E and C, tirilazad nesylate, and phenyl tertiary
butyl nitrone.

The patient was notionless, pale. He rem nded Jonas of a figure in a
life-size tableau in sone old cathedral: the supine body of Christ
scul pted fromwhite marble, rendered by the artist in the position of
ent onbnent as He woul d have rested just prior to the nost successful
resurrection of all tine.

Because Kari Dovell had peel ed back Harrison's eyelids for the

opht hal noscopi ¢ exam nation, his eyes were open, staring sightlessly at
the ceiling, and G na was putting artificial tears in themwth a
dropper to insure that the |l enses did not dry out. She humred "Little
Surfer Grl" as she worked. She was a Beach Boys fan

No shock or fear was visible in the cadaver's eyes, as one m ght have

expected. Instead, they held an expression that was al nost peaceful,
al nost touched by wonder. Harrison |ooked as if he had seen sonet hi ng,
in the noment of death, to lilt his heart.

Fi ni shing with the eyedrops, G na checked her watch. "Sixty-eight
m nutes. "

Jonas had the crazy urge to tell her to shut up, as though time woul d
halt as long as she was not calling it out, mnute by mnute.

Bl ood punped in and out of the bypass machi ne.
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"Si xty-two degrees." Hel ga spoke so sternly that she m ght have been
chastising the dead man for the |aggardly pace of his reheating.

Fl at Iines on the EKG

Flat 1ines on the EEG

"Conme on," Jonas urged. "Conme on, cone on."

4

He entered the nuseum of the dead not through one of its upper doors but
through the waterl ess |l agoon. |In that shall ow depression, three
gondol as still lay on the cracked concrete. They were ten-passenger

nodel s that had | ong ago been tipped off the heavy chain--drive track
al ong which they'd once carried their happy passengers. Even at night,
weari ng sungl asses, he could see they did not have the swan-neck prows
of real gondolas in Venice, but sported | eering gargoyles as

fi gureheads, hand-carved from wood, garishly painted, perhaps fearsone
at one tine but now cracked, didn't need themin that gl oom

Neither did he require a flashlight. Were an ordinary man woul d have
been blind, he could see.

The concrete sluiceway, along which the gondol as had once noved, was
three feet deep and eight feet wide. A nuch narrower channel in the

sl ui ceway floor contained the rusted chain-drive mechani snms | ong series
of blunt, curved, six-inch-high hooks that had pulled the boats forward
by engagi ng the steel |oops on the bottons of their hulls.

When the ride had been in operation, those hooks had been conceal ed by
water, contributing to the illusion that the gondol as were actually
adrift. Now, dwindling into the dreary real mahead, they |ooked like a
row of stubby spines on the back of an i mense prehistoric reptile.

The worl d of the living, he thought, is always fraught with deception
Beneath the placid surface, ugly nmechanisns grind away at secret tasks.

He wal ked deeper into the building. The gradual downward sl ope of the
sluiceway was at first barely perceptible, but he was aware of it
because he had passed that way many tines before.

Above him to either side of the channel, were concrete service wal ks,
about four feet wide. Beyond themwere the tunnel walls, which had been
pai nted black to serve as a non-reflective backdrop for the nmonents of
hal f - baked theater performed in front of them

The wal kways w dened occasionally to formniches, in some places even
whol e roonms. When the ride had been in operation, the niches had been
filled with tabl eaus neant to amuse or horrify or both: ghosts and
goblins, ghouls and nonsters, ax-w el ding madnen standi ng over the
prostrate bodies of their beheaded victinms. |In one of the roomsized
areas, there had been an el aborate graveyard filled with stalking

zonbi es; in another, a large and convincing flying saucer had di sgorged
bl ood-thirsty aliens with a shark's profusion of teeth in their huge
heads. The robotic figures had noved, grinaced, reared up, and
threatened all passersby with tape-recorded voices, eternally repeating
the sane brief programred dramas with the same nenaci ng words and
snarls.

No, not eternally. They were gone now, carted away by the officia
sal vagers, by agents of the creditors, or by scavengers.
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Not hi ng was et er nal
Except death.

A hundred feet beyond the entrance doors, he reached the end of the
first section of the chain-drive. The tunnel floor, which had been

sl opi ng inperceptibly, nowtilted down sharply, at about a
thirty-five-degree angle, falling away into flaw ess bl ackness. Here,
t he gondol as had slipped free of the blunt hooks in the channel floor
and, with a stomach-wenching lurch, sailed down a
hundred-and-fifty-foot incline, falling into the pool below with a

col ossal splash that drenched the passengers up front, much to the
delight of those fortunate or smart enough to get a seat in the back

Because he was not |ike ordinary men and possessed certain speci al
powers, he could see part of the way down the incline, even in that
utterly lightless environnent, although his perception did not extend to
the very bottom His catlike night vision was limted: within a radius
of ten or fifteen feet, he could see as clearly as if he stood in
daylight; thereafter, objects grew blurry, steadily |less distinct,
shadowy, until darkness swall owed everything at a distance of perhaps
forty or fifty feet.

Leani ng backward to retain his balance on the steep sl ope, he headed
down into the bowels of the abandoned funhouse. He was not afraid of
what might wait below. Nothing could frighten himany nore. After all
he was deadlier and nore savage than anything with which this world
could threaten him

Bef ore he descended half the distance to the | ower chanber, he detected

the odor of death. It rose to himon currents of cool dry air. The
stench excited him No perfunme, regardl ess of how exquisite, even if
applied to the tender throat of a lovely wonan, could ever thrill himas

profoundly as the singular, sweet fragrance of corrupted flesh
5

Under the hal ogen | anps, the stainless-steel and white-enanel ed surfaces
of the operating roomwere a little hard on the eyes, |like the geonetric
configurations of an arctic | andscape polished by the glare of a winter
sun.

The room seened to have gotten chillier, as if the heat flowing into the
dead man was pushing the cold out of him thereby lowering the air
tenperature. Jonas Nyebern shivered

Hel ga checked the digital thernmometer that was patched to Harrison
"Body tenperature's up to seventy degrees.”
"Seventy-two minutes," G na said.

"We're going for the brass ring now," Ken said. "Medical history, the
Qui ness Book of World Records, TV appearances, books, novies, T-shirts
with our faces on 'em novelty hats, plastic | awn ornanments in our

i mges. "

"Sonme dogs have been brought back after ninety mnutes," Kari reni nded

hi m

"Yeah," Ken said, "but they were dogs. Besides, they were so screwed
up, they chased bones and buried cars."
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G na and Kari laughed softly, and the joke seened to break the tension
for everyone except Jonas. He could never relax for a noment in the
process of a resuscitation, although he knew that it was possible for a
physician to get so tightly wound that he was no | onger perform ng at
his peak. Ken's ability to vent a little nervous energy was adnirable,
and in the service of the patient; however, Jonas was incapabl e of doing
likewise in the mdst of a battle.

"Seventy-two degrees, seventy-three."

It was a battle. Death was the adversary: clever, nmighty, and
relentl ess.

To Jonas, death was not just a pathol ogical state, not nmerely the
inevitable fate of all living things, but actually an entity that wal ked
the world, perhaps not always the robed figure of nyth with its skeleta
face hidden in the shadows of a cow, but a very real presence
nonet hel ess. Death with a capital D.

"Seventy-four degrees," Hel ga said.

G na said, "Seventy-three minutes."

Jonas introduced nmore free-radi cal scavengers into the bl ood that surged
through the 1V line.

He supposed that his belief in Death as a supernatural force with a wll
and consciousness of its own, his certainty that it sometines wal ked the
earth in an enbodied form his awareness of its presence right nowin

this roomin a cloak of invisibility, would seemlike silly superstition

to his colleagues. It mght even be regarded as a sign of nenta
i mbal ance or incipient nadness. But Jonas was confident of his sanity.
After all, his belief in Death was based on enpirical evidence. He had

seen the hated eneny when he was only seven years old, had heard it
speak, had |l ooked into its eyes and snelled its fetid breath and felt
its icy touch upon his face.

"Seventy-five degrees."
"CGet ready," Jonas said.

The patient's body tenperature was nearing a threshold beyond which
reani mati on m ght begin at any nonent. Kari finished filling a
hypoderm ¢ syringe with epineplrrine, and Ken activated the
defibrillation machine to let it build up a charge. G na opened the

fl ow val ve on a tank containing an oxygen-carbon dioxi de m xture that
had been fornmulated to the special considerations of resuscitation
procedures, and picked up the mask of the pul nonary machi ne to nmake sure
it was functioning.

"Seventy-si x degrees," Helga said, "seventy-seven."
G na checked her watch. "Com ng up on seventy-four ninutes."
6

At the bottomof the long incline, he entered a cavernous room as | arge
as an airplane hangar. Hell had once been related there, according to
the uni magi native vision of an anusenent-park designer, conplete with
gas-jet fires |apping at formed-concrete rocks around the perineter.

The gas had been turned off |ong ago. Hell was tar-black now. But not
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to him of course

He noved slowy across the concrete floor, which was bisected by a
serpenti ne channel housi ng anot her chain-drive. There, the gondol as had
moved through a | ake of water made to |l ook like a |ake of fire by clever
I'ighting and bubbling air hoses that sinulated boiling oil. As he

wal ked, he savored the stench of decay, which grew nmore exquisitely
pungent by the second.

A dozen nechani cal denobns had once stood on higher formations, spreading
i mmrense bat wi ngs, peering dowmn with glow ng eyes that periodically
raked the passing gondolas with harm ess crinson | aser beans.

El even of the denons had been haul ed away, peddl ed to sone conpeting
park or sold for scrap. For unknown reasons, one devil renmained silent
and unnovi ng aggl oneration of rusted netal, noth-eaten fabric, torn

pl astic, and grease-caked hydraulic nechanisns. It was still perched on
a rocky spire two-thirds of the way toward the high ceiling, pathetic
rather than frightening

As he passed beneath that sorry funhouse figure, he thought, I amthe
only real denon this place has ever known or ever will, and that pleased
hi m

Mont hs ago he stopped thinking of hinself by his Christian nane. He
adopted the nane of a fiend that he had read about in a book on
Sat ani sm

Vassago. One of the three nobst powerful denmon princes of Hell, who
answered only to His Satanic Majesty. Vassago. He liked the sound of
it.

When he said it aloud, the nane rolled fromhis tongue so easily that it
seenmed as if he'd never answered to anything el se.

"Vassago. "

In the heavy subterranean silence, it echoed back to himfromthe
concrete rocks: "Vassago."

7

"Ei ghty degrees.”

"I't should be happening," Ken said.

Surveying the nmonitors, Kari said, "Flat lines, just flat lines."

Her long, swan-like neck was sl ender that Jonas could see her pul se
pounding rapidly in her carotid artery.

He | ooked down at the dead nman's neck. No pul se there.

"Seventy-five mnutes,” G na announced.

"If he cones around, it's officially a record now," Ken said. "W'IIl be
obligated to cel ebrate, get drunk, puke on our shoes, and make fool s of
oursel ves. "

"Ei ghtyne degrees."

Jonas was so frustrated that he could not speak for fear of uttering an
obscenity or a | ow, savage snarl of anger. They had made all the right
moves, but they were losing. He hated losing. He hated Death. He
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hated the limtations of nmodern nedicine, all circunmscriptions of human
know edge, and hi s own inadequaci es.

"Ei ghty-two degrees."
Suddenly the dead man gasped.
Jonas twitched and | ooked at the nonitors.

The EKG showed spastic movenent in the patient's heart-"here we go,"
Kari said.

8

The robotic figures of the damed, nore than a hundred in Hell's heyday,
were gone with el even of the twelve denobns; gone, as well, were the
wai | s of agony and the |anentations that had been broadcast through
their speaker-grille nouths. The desol ate chanmber, however, was not

wi thout |ost souls. But nowit housed sonething nore appropriate than
robots, nmore like the real thing: Vassago's collection

At the center of the room Satan waited in all his majesty, fierce and
colossal. A circular pit in the floor, sixteen to eighteen feet in
di ameter, housed a massive statue of the Prince of Darkness hinself.

He was not shown fromthe wai st down; but fromhis navel to the tips of
his segnented horns, he nmeasured thirty feet. Wen the funhouse had
been in operation, the nonstrous scul pture waited in a thirty-five-foot
pit, hidden beneath the | ake, then periodically surged up out of its
lair, water cascading fromit, huge eyes afire, nonstrous jaws worKking,
sharp teeth gnashing, forked tongue flickering, thundering a

war ni ng- " Abandon hope all ye who enter here! "and then | aughing

mal evol ent |l y.

Vassago had ridden the gondol as several tines as a boy, when he had been
one of the wholly alive, before he had becone a citizen of the

borderl and, and in those days he had been spooked by the handcrafted
devil, affected especially by its hideous laugh. |[|f the machinery had
overcone years of corrosion and suddenly brought the cackling nonster to
Iife again, Vassago would not have been inpressed, for he was now old
enough and sufficiently experienced to know that Satan was incapabl e of

| aught er .

He halted near the base of the towering Lucifer and studied it with a

m xture of scorn and admiration. It was corny, yes, a funhouse fake
meant to test the bladders of small children and give teenage girls a
reason to squeal and cuddle for protection in the arns of their snmirking
boyfri ends.

But he had to admt that it was also an inspired creation, because the
desi gner had not opted for the traditional inmage of Satan as a

| ean-faced, sharp-nosed, thin-lipped Lothario of troubled souls, hair
slicked back froma w dow s peak, goatee sprouting absurdly froma

poi nted chin.

Instead, this was a Beast worthy of the title: part reptile, part

i nsect, part hunanoid, repul sive enough to command respect, just

fam liar enough to seemreal, alien enough to be awesone. Several years
of dust, npisture, and nold had contributed a patina that softened the
gari sh carnival colors and lent it the authority of one of those
gigantic stone statues of Egyptian gods found in ancient sand-covered
tenpl es, far beneath the desert dunes.
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Al t hough he didn't know what Lucifer actually |ooked Iike, and though he
assunmed that the Father of Lies would be far nore heart-thrilling and
formi dable than this funhouse version, Vassago found the plastic and

pol yf oam behenoth sufficiently inpressive to nake it the center of the
secret existence that he led within his hideaway. At the base of it, on
the dry concrete floor of the drained | ake, he had arranged his
collection partly for his own pleasure and armusenent but al so as an
offering to the god of terror and pain.

The naked and decayi ng bodi es of seven women and three men were
di splayed to their best advantage, as if they were ten exquisite
scul ptures by some perverse M chel angelo in a nmuseum of deat h.

9

A single shall ow gasp, one brief spasmof the heart nuscles, and an

i nvol untary nerve reaction that made his right armtw tch and his
fingers open and close like the curling | egs of a dying spider-those
were the only signs of life the patient exhibited before settling once
more into the still and silent posture of the dead.

"Ei ghty-three degrees,"” Hel ga said.

Ken Nakamura wondered: "Defibrillation?"

Jonas shook his head. "His heart's not in fibrillation. 1It's not
beating at all. Just wait."

Kari was holding a syringe. "More epineplrrine?"

Jonas stared intently at the nmonitors. "Wiit. W don't want to bring

hi m back only to overnedicate himand precipitate a heart attack."

"Seventy-six mnutes," G na said, her voice as youthful and breathl ess
and perkily excited as if she were announcing the score in a game of
beach vol | eybal I .

"Ei ghty-four degrees."

Harri son gasped again. H's heart stuttered, sending a series of spikes
across the screen of the el ectrocardi ograph. Hi s whole body shudder ed.

Then he went flatland again.

Grabbi ng the handl es on the positive and negative pads of the
defibrillation machine, Ken | ooked expectantly at Jonas.

"Ei ghty-five degrees," Helga announced. "He's in the right thernal
territory, and he wants to cone back."

Jonas felt a bead of sweat trickle with centipede sw ftness down his
right tenple and along his jaw line. The hardest part was waiting,
giving the patient a chance to kick-start hinself before risking nore
puni shing techni ques of forced reani nation.

A third spasmof heart activity registered as a shorter burst of spikes
than the previous one, and it was not acconpani ed by a pul nonary
response as before. No rnuscle contractions were visible, either.

Harrison lay slack and col d.
"He's not able to nake the |eap," Kari Dovell said.

Ken agreed. "We're gonna lose him"
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"Seventy-seven mnutes," G na said.

Not four days in the tonb, |ike Lazarus, before Jesus had called him
forth, Jonas thought, but a long time dead neverthel ess.

" Epi nephrine," Jonas said.

Kari handed the hypoderm c syringe to Jonas, and he quickly adm nistered
the dosage through one of the sane 1V ports that he had used earlier to
inject free-radical scavengers into the patient's bl ood.

Ken lifted the negative and positive pads of the defibrillation machine,
and positioned hinself over the patient, ready to give hima jolt if it
cane to that.

Then the massive charge of epinephrine, a powerful hornone extracted
fromthe adrenal glands of sheep and cattle and referred to by sone
resuscitation specialists as "reanimator juice," hit Harrison as hard as
any el ectrical shock that Ken Nakanura was prepared to give him

The stale breath of the grave exploded fromhim he gasped air as if he
were still drowning in that icy river, he shuddered violently, and his
heart began to beat like that of a rabbit with a fox close onits tail.

Vassago had arranged each piece in his macabre collection with nore than
casual contenplation. They were not sinply ten corpses dunped
uncerenoni ously on the concrete. He not only respected death but |oved
it with an ardor akin to Beethoven's passion for nusic or Renbrandt's
fervent devotion to art. Death, after all, was the gift that Satan had
brought to the inhabitants of the Garden, a gift disguised as sonething
prettier; he was the G ver of Death, and his was the kingdom of death
everlasting. Any flesh that death had touched was to be regarded with
all the reverence that a devout Catholic mght reserve for the
Eucharist. Just as their god was said to live within that thin wafer of
unl eavened bread, so the face of Vassago's unforgiving god could be seen
everywhere in the patterns of decay and dissol ution

The first body at the base of the thirty-foot Satan was that of Jenny
Purcell, a twenty-two-year-old waitress who had worked the evening shift
in a recreation of a 1950s diner, where the jukebox played Elvis Presley
and Chuck Berry, Lloyd Price and the Platters, Buddy Holly and Connie
Francis and the Everly Brothers. Wen Vassago had gone in for a burger
and a beer, Jenny thought he | ooked cool in his black clothes, wearing
sungl asses i ndoors at ni ght and naking no nove to take themoff. Wth
hi s baby-faced good | ooks given interest by a contrastingly firmset to
his jaw and a slight cruel twist to his mouth, and with thick black hair
falling across his forehead, he |ooked a little |like a young El vis.
What's your nanme, she asked, and he said, Vassago, and she said, Wat's
your first nane, so he said, That's it, the whole thing, first and |ast,
whi ch nust have intrigued her, got her inagination going, because she
sai d, What, you nean |like Cher only has one nanme or Madonna or Sting? He
stared hard at her from behind his heavily tinted sungl asses and said,
Yeah-you have a problemwi th that?

She didn't have a problem In fact she was attracted to him She said
he was "different," but only later did she discover just how different
he really was.

Everyt hi ng about Jenny marked her as a slut in his eyes, so after
killing her with an eight-inch stiletto that he drove under her rib cage
and into her heart, he arranged her in a posture suitable for a sexually
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profligate woman. Once he had stripped her naked, he braced her in a
sitting position with her thighs spread wi de and knees drawn up. He
bound her slender wists to her shins to keep her upright.

Then he used strong | engths of cord to pull her head forward and down
farther than she could have managed to do while alive, brutally
compressing her mdriff; he anchored the cords around her thighs, so she
was | eft eternally looking up the cleft between her |egs, contenplating
her sins.

Jenny had been the first piece in his collection. Dead for about nine
months, trussed up like a hamin a curing barn, she was wi thered now, a
I ndeed, in her peculiar posture, having contracted into a ball as she
had dyed and dried out, she resenbled a hunan being so little that it
was difficult to think of her as ever having been a living person,
therefore usually difficult to think of her as a dead person

Consequently, death Bed no longer to reside in her renrins. To Vassago,
she had ceased to be a corpse and had becone nerely a curious object, an
i npersonal thing that mght always have been inaninmate. As a result,

al though she was a part of his collection, she was now of i ni nal
interest to him

He was fascinated solely with death and the dead. The living were of
interest to himonly insofar as they carried the ripe pronise of death
within them

The patient's heart oscillated between nmild and severe tachycardia, from
a hundred and twenty to over two hundred and thirty beats per mnute, a
transient condition resulting fromthe epi nephrine and hypotherm a
Except it wasn't acting like a transient condition. Each tine the pulse
rate declined, it did not subside as far as it had previously, and with
each new accel eration, the EKG showed escal ating arrhythm a that could

| ead only to cardiac arrest.

No | onger sweating, calner now that the decision to fight Death had been
made and was being acted upon, Jonas said, "Better hit himwith it."

No one doubted to whom he was speaki ng, and Ken Nakanura pressed the
col d pads of the defribulation machine to Harrison's chest, bracketing
his heart. The electrical discharge caused the patient to bounce
violently against the table, and a sound like an iron mallet striking a
| eat her sof awhonl - sl ammred t hrough the room

Jonas | ooked at the el ectrocardi ograph just as Kari read the neani ng of
the spikes of light noving across the display: "Still two hundred a
m nute but the rhythmis there now ... steady ... steady."

Sinmlarly, the el ectroencephal ograph showed al pha and beta brain waves
within normal paranmeters for an unconsci ous man.

"There's sel f-sustained pul nonary activity," Ken said.

"Ckay, " Jonas decided, "let's respirate himand nake sure he's getting
enough oxygen in those brain cells."

G na imedi ately put the oxygen mask on Harrison's face.

"Body tenperature's at ninety degrees," Helga reported.

The patient's lips were still sonmewhat blue, but that sane deathly hue
had faded fromunder his fingernails.
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Li kewi se, his nuscle tone was partially restored. Hi s flesh no |onger
had the flaccidity of the dead. As feeling returned to Harrison's
defiled extremities, his punished nerve endings excited a host of tics
and twitches.

Hi s eyes rolled and jiggled under his closed lids, a sure sign of REM
sl eep. He was dream ng.

"One hundred and twenty beats a mnute," Kari said, "and declining ..

completely rhythmic now ... very steady."

G na consulted her watch and | et her breath out in a whoosh of
amazenment. "Eighty minutes.”

"Sonof abitch," Ken said wonderingly, "that beats the record by ten."

Jonas hesitated only a brief nonment before checking the wall clock and
maki ng the formal announcenent for the benefit of the tape recorder
"Patient successfully resuscitated as of nine-thirty-two Monday eveni ng,
March fourth."

A murmur of mutual congratul ati ons acconpani ed by smiles of relief was
as close as they would get to a triumphant cheer of the sort that m ght
have been heard on a real battleground. They were not restrai ned by
modesty but by a keen awareness of Harrison's tenuous condition. They
had won the battle with Death, but their patient had not yet regained
consci ousness. Until he was awake and his nental perfornmance could be
tested and eval uated, there was a chance that he had been reani mated
only to live out a life of anguish and frustration, his potentia
tragically circunscribed by irreparable brain damage

Enraptured by the spicy perfune of death, at hone in the subterranean
bl eakness, Vassago wal ked admiringly past his collection. It encircled
one-third of the col ossal Lucifer

O the nmal e speci nens, one had been taken while changing a flat tire on
a lonely section of the Ortega H ghway at night. Another had been
asleep in his car in a public-beach parking lot. The third had tried to
pi ck up Vassago at a bar in Dana Point. The dive hadn't even been a gay
hangout; the guy had just been drunk, desperate, |onely-and careless.

Not hi ng enraged Vassago nore than the sexual needs and excitement of
others. He had no interest in sex any nore, and he never raped any of
the wonen he killed. But his disgust and anger, engendered by the mnere
perception of sexuality in others, were not a result of jealousy, and
did not spring fromany sense that his inpotency was a curse or even an
unfair burden. No, he was glad to be free of lust and |onging. Since
becom ng a citizen of the borderland and accepting the prom se of the
grave, he did not regret the loss of desire. Though he was not entirely
sure why the very thought of sex could sometines throw himinto a rage,
why a flirtatious wink or a short skirt or a sweater stretched across a
full bosomcould incite himto torture and honici de, he suspected that
it was because sex and life were inextricably entwi ned. Next to

sel f-preservation, the sex drive was, they said, the nost powerful hunman
motivator. Through sex, life was created. Because he hated life in al
its gaudy variety, hated it with such intensity, it was only natura

that he woul d hate sex as well.

He preferred to kill wonen because society encouraged them nore than
men, to flaunt their sexuality, which they did with the assistance of
makeup, lipstick, alluring scents, revealing clothes, and coquettish

file:/l/IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Hideaway.txt (41 of 246) [2/9/2004 10:01:14 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Hideaway.txt

behavior. Besides, froma wonman's wonb cane new life, and Vassago was

sworn to destroy |ife wherever he could. Fromwonen canme the very thing
he loathed in hinself: the spark of life that still sputtered in him and
prevented himfromnoving on to the I and of the dead, where he bel onged.

O the remaining six female specinens in his collection, two had been
housewi ves, one a young attorney, one a nedical secretary, and two
col |l ege students. Though he had arranged each corpse in a manner
fitting the personality, spirit, and weaknesses of the person who had
once inhabited it, and though he had considerable talent for cadaver
art, making especially clever use of a variety of props, he was far nore
pl eased by the effect he had achieved with one of the students than wth
all of the others conbined.

He stopped wal ki ng when he reached her
He regarded her in the darkness, pleased by his work.
Mar gar et . . .

He first saw her during one of his restless late-night ranbles, in a
dimMy lighted bar near the university canpus, where she was sipping diet
cola, either because she was not old enough to be served beer along with
her friends or because she was not a drinker. He suspected the latter

She | ooked singul arly whol esone and unconfortable in the snoke and din
of the tavern. Even from halfway across the room judgi ng by her
reactions to her friends and her body | anguage, Vassago coul d see that
she was a shy girl struggling hard to fit in with the crowd, even though
in her heart she knew that she woul d never entirely belong. The roar of
l'iquor-amplified conversation, the clink and clatter of glasses, the

t hunder ous jukebox nusic of Madonna and M chael Jackson and M chae
Bolton, the stink of cigarettes and stal e beer, the npist heat of
col | ege boys on the nmake-none of that touched her. She sat in the bar
but existed apart fromit, unstained by it, filled with nore secret
energy than that entire roonful of young nmen and wonen conbi ned.

She was so vital, she seened to glow. Vassago found it hard to believe
that the ordinary, sluggish blood of humanity noved through her veins.

Surely, instead, her heart punped the distilled essence of life itself.

Her vitality drew him It would be enornously satisfying to snuff such
a brightly burning flanme of life.

To | earn where she lived, he followed her home fromthe bar. For the
next two days, he stal ked the canpus, gathering information about her as
diligently as a real student m ght have researched a term paper.

Her name was Margaret Ann Canpion. She was a senior, twenty years old,
majoring in nmusic. She could play the piano, flute, clarinet, guitar,
and al nost any other instrunent she took a fancy to learn. Perhaps the
best - known and nost-admired student in the nusic program she was al so
wi dely considered to possess an exceptional talent for conposition. An
essentially shy person, she nmade a point of forcing herself out of her
shell, so nusic was not her only interest. She was on the track team
the second fastest woman in their lineup, a spirited conpetitor; she

wr ot e about nusic and novies for the student paper; and she was active
in the Baptist church

Her astonishing vitality was evident not merely in the joy with which
she wrote and played nusic, not just in the alnpst spiritual aura that
Vassago had seen in the bar, but also in her physical appearance. She
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was i nconparably beautiful, with the body of a silver-screen sex goddess
and the face of a saint. Cdear skin. Perfect cheekbones.

Full lips, a generous nouth, a beatific smle. Linpid blue eyes. She
dressed nodestly in an attenpt to conceal the sweet fullness of her
breasts, the contrasting narrowness of her waist, the firmess of her
buttocks, and the I ong supple lines of her |egs.

But he was certain that when he stripped her, she would be reveal ed for
what he had known her to be when he had first glinpsed her: a prodigious
breeder, a hot furnace of life in which eventually other life of
unparal | el ed bright ness woul d be concei ved and shaped.

He want ed her dead.

He wanted to stop her heart and then hold her for hours, feeling the
heat of life radiate out of her, until she was col d.

This one nurder, it seemed to him mght at |ast earn hi mpassage out of
the borderland in which he lived and into the |and of the dead and
damed, where he bel onged, where he | onged to be.

Mar garet nade the m stake of going alone to a |laundry roomin her
apartnment conplex at eleven o'clock at night. Many of the units were

| eased to financially confortable senior citizens and, because they were
near the University of California at Irvine, to pairs and trios of
students who shared the rent. Maybe the tenant m x, the fact that it
was a safe and friendly nei ghborhood, and the abundance of |andscape and
wal kway |ighting all conbined to give her a fal se sense of security.

When Vassago entered the laundry room Mrgaret had just begun to put
her dirty clothes into one of the washing nachines. She |ooked at him
with a smle of surprise but with no apparent concern, though he was
dressed all in black and wearing sungl asses at night.

She probably thought he was just another university student who favored
an eccentric look as a way of proclaimng his rebellious spirit and
intellectual superiority. Every canpus had a slew of the type, since it
was easier to dress as a rebellious intellectual than be one.

"Ch, I'msorry, Mss," he said, "I didn't realize anyone was in here."
"That's okay. |'monly using just one washer," she said. "There're two
ot hers. "

"No, | already did ny |aundry, then back at the apartnment when | took it
out of the basket, | was nissing one sock, so | figure it's got to be in
one of the washers or dryers. But | didn't nmean to get in your way.
Sorry about that."

She smled a little broader, nmaybe because she thought it funny that a
woul d-be Janes Dean, bl ack-1ad rebel wi thout a cause, would choose to be
so politer would do his own | aundry and chase down | ost socks.

By then he was beside her. He hit her in the face-two hard, sharp
punches that knocked her unconscious. She crunpled onto the vinyl-tile
floor as if she were a pile of laundry.

Later, in the dismantled Hell under the nol dering funhouse, when she
regai ned consci ousness and found hersel f naked on the concrete floor and
effectively blind in those |lightless confines, tied hand and foot, she
did not attenpt to bargain for her life as sone of the others had done.
She didn't offer her body to him didn't pretend to be turned on by his
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savagery or the power that he wi el ded over her. She didn't offer him
money, or claimto understand and synpathize with himin a pathetic
attenpt to convert himfromnenesis to friend. Neither did she scream
nor weep nor wail nor curse. She was different fromthe others, for she
found hope and confort in a quiet, dignified, unending chain of

whi spered prayers. But she never prayed to be delivered from her
tornentor and returned to the world out of which she had been torn-as if
she knew t hat death was inevitable.

I nstead, she prayed that her famly would be given the strength to cope
with the | oss of her, that God would take care of her two younger
sisters, and even that her nurderer would receive divine grace and
nercy.

Vassago swiftly came to |oathe her. He knew that |ove and nmercy were
nonexi stent, just enpty words. He had never felt |ove, neither during
his time in the borderland nor when he had been one of the living.

O'ten, however, he had pretended to | ove soneonl ather, nmother, a girl-to
get what he wanted, and they had al ways been decei ved. Being deceived
into believing that |ove existed in others, when it didn't exist in you,
was a sign of fatal weakness. Human interaction was nothing but a gane,
after all, and the ability to see through deception was what separated
the good players fromthe inept.

To show her that he could not be deceived and that her god was
power | ess, Vassago rewarded her quiet prayers with a long and painfu
death. At last she did scream But her screams were not satisfying,
for they were only the sounds of physical agony; they did not
reverberate with terror, rage, or despair.

He thought he would like her better when she was dead, but even then he

still hated her. For a few m nutes he held her body agai nst him
feeling the heat drain fromit. But the chilly advance of death through
her flesh was not as thrilling as it should have been. Because she had

died with an unbroken faith in life everlasting, she had cheated Vassago
of the satisfaction of seeing the awareness of death in her eyes. He
pushed her linp body aside in disgust.

Now, two weeks after Vassago had finished with her, Mrgaret Canpion
knelt in perpetual prayer on the floor of that dismantled Hell, the nost
recent addition to his collection. She renained upright because she was
|l ashed to a |l ength of steel rebar which he had inserted into a hole he
had drilled in the concrete. Naked, she faced away fromthe giant,
funhouse devil. Though she had been Baptist, a crucifix was clasped in
her dead hands because Vassago |iked the inmage of the crucifix better
than a sinple cross; it was turned upside down, with Christ's
thorn-prickled head toward the floor. Margaret's own head had been cut
off then re-sewn to her neck with obsessive care. Even though her body
was turned away from Satan, she faced toward himin denial of the
crucifix held irreverently in her hands. Her posture was synbolic of
hypocri sy, nocking her pretense to faith, love, and |ife everlasting.

Al t hough Vassago hadn't received nearly as much pl easure from rurdering
Margaret as from what he had done to her after she was dead, he was

still pleased to have nade her acquai ntance. Her stubbornness,
stupidity, and self-deception had made her death | ess satisfying for him
than it should have been, but at l|east the aura he had seen around her
in the bar was quenched. Her irritating vitality was drai ned away.

The only energy her body harbored was that of the multitudi nous
carrionaters that teemed within her, consum ng her flesh and bent on
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reduci ng her to a dry husk like Jenny, the waitress, who rested at the
other end of the collection.

As he studied Margaret, a famliar need arose in him Finally the need
becane a compul sion. He turned away from his collection, retracing his
pat h across the huge room heading for the ranp that led up to the
entrance tunnel. Odinarily, selecting another acquisition, killing it,
and arranging it in the nost aesthetically satisfying pose would have

I eft him quiescent and sated for as nuch as a nonth. But after |ess
than two weeks, he was compelled to find another worthy sacrifice.

Regretfully, he ascended the ranp, out of the purifying scent of death,
into air tainted with the odors of life, like a vanpire driven to hunt
the living though preferring the conpany of the dead.

At ten-thirty, alnost an hour after Harrison was resuscitated, he
remai ned unconsci ous. His body tenperature was nornmal. His vital signs
wer e good.

And though the patterns of al pha and beta brain waves were those of a
man in a profound sleep, they were not obviously indicative of anything
as deep as a coma.

When Jonas finally declared the patient out of inmedi ate danger and
ordered himnoved to a private roomon the fifth floor, Ken Nakanura and
Kari Dovell elected to go hone. Leaving Helga and Gna with the
patient, Jonas acconpani ed the neurologist and the pediatrician to the
scrub sinks, and eventually as far as the door to the staff parking |ot.
They di scussed Harrison and what procedures night have to be perforned
on himin the norning, but for the nost part they shared i nconsequentia
smal | tal k about hospital politics and gossip invol ving nutua

acquai ntances, as if they had not just participated in a mracle that
shoul d have made such banalities inpossible.

Beyond the gl ass door, the night |ooked cold and inhospitable. Rain had
begun to fall. Puddles were filling every depression in the pavenent,
and in the reflected glow of the parking-lot |anps, they | ooked |ike
shattered mrrors, collections of sharp silvery shards

Kari | eaned agai nst Jonas, kissed his cheek, clung to himfor a nmonent.
She seened to want to say sonething but was unable to find the words.

Then she pulled back, turned up the collar of her coat, and went out
into the wind-driven rain.

Li ngering after Kari's departure, Ken Nakanura said, "l hope you realize
she's a perfect match for you."

Thr ough the rain-streaked gl ass door, Jonas watched the worman as she
hurried toward her car. He would have been lying if he had said that he
never | ooked at Kari as a wonan. Though tall, rangy, and a form dable
presence, she was also fem nine. Sonetinmes he marveled at the delicacy
of her wists, at her swan-like neck that seened too gracefully thin to
support her head. Intellectually and enotionally she was stronger than
she | ooked.

O herwi se she couldn't have dealt with the obstacles and chal |l enges that
surely had bl ocked her advance in the nedical profession, which was
still dominated by men for whomin some case shauvinismwas |ess a
character trait than an article of faith.

Ken said, "All you'd have to do is ask her, Jonas."

file:/l/IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Hideaway.txt (45 of 246) [2/9/2004 10:01:14 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Hideaway.txt

"I"'mnot free to do that," Jonas said

"You can't mourn Marion forever."

"It's only been two years."

"Yeah, but you have to step back into life sonetime."
"Not yet."

"Ever?"

"l don't know. "

Qut side, hal fway across the parking lot, Kari Dovell had gotten into her
car.

"She won't wait forever," Ken said.

" Goodni ght, Ken."
"l can take a hint."
"CGood, " Jonas sai d.

Smiling ruefully, Ken pulled open the door, letting in a gust of w nd
that spat jewel-clear drops of rain on the gray tile floor. He hurried
out into the night.

Jonas turned away fromthe door and followed a series of hallways to the
el evators. He went up to the fifth floor

He hadn't needed to tell Ken and Kari that he woul d spend the night in
the hospital. They knew he al ways stayed after an apparently successfu
reani mation. To them resuscitation nmedicine was a fascinating new
field, an interesting sideline to their primary work, a way to expand
their professional know edge and keep their minds flexible;, every
success was deeply satisfying, a rem nder of why they had becone
physicians in the first place-to heal. But it was nore than that to
Jonas. Each reanimation was a battle won in an endl ess war with Death,
not just a healing act but an act of defiance, an angry fist raised in
the face of fate. Resuscitation nedicine was his |ove, his passion, his
definition of hinmself, his only reason for arising in the norning and
getting on with life in a world that had otherw se becone too color |ess
and purposel ess to endure.

He had submtted applications and proposals to half a dozen
universities, seeking to teach in their medical schools in return for
the establishnent of a resuscitation-nedicine research facility under
hi s supervision, for which he felt able to raise a sizable part of the
financing. He was well-known and wi dely respected both as a

cardi ovascul ar surgeon and a reani mation specialist, and he was
confident that he would soon obtain the position he wanted. But he was
impatient. He was no |longer satisfied with supervising reani mations.

He wanted to study the effects of short-termdeath on human cells,
expl ore the nechani sns of free-radicals and free radi cal scavengers,
test his own theories, and find new ways to evict Death fromthose in
whom it had already taken up tenancy.

On the fifth floor, at the nurses' station, he |earned that Harrison had
been taken to 518. It was a sem-private room but an abundance of
enpty beds in the hospital insured that it would be effectively
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mai ntained as a private unit as long as Harrison was likely to need it.

When Jonas entered 518, Helga and G na were finishing with the patient,
who was in the bed farthest fromthe door and nearest the rain-spotted
wi ndow. They had gotten himinto a hospital gown and hooked himto
anot her el ectrocardi ograph with a telenetry function that would
reproduce his heart rhythns on a nonitor at the nurses' station. A
bottle of clear fluid hung froma rack beside the bed, feeding an IV
line into the patient's left arm which was already begi nning to bruise
fromother intravenous injections adm nistered by the paranedics earlier
in the evening; the clear fluid was glucose enriched with an antibiotic
to prevent dehydration and to guard agai nst one of the nmany infections
that could undo everything that had been achieved in the resuscitation
room Helga had snmoothed Harrison's hair with a conb that she was now
tucking away in the nightstand drawer. G na was delicately applying a
lubricant to his eyelids to prevent themfrom sticking together, a
danger with conatose patients who spent |ong periods of tine wthout
openi ng their eyes or even blinking and who sonetinmes suffered from

di m ni shed | achrynal - gl and secreti on.

"Heart's still steady as a netronone,"” G na said when she saw Jonas.

"l have a hunch, before the end of the week, this one's going to be out
pl ayi ng gol f, dancing, doing whatever he wants." She brushed at her
bangs, which were an inch too long and hanging in her eyes. "He's a

| ucky man."

"One hour at a tine," Jonas cautioned, knowi ng too well how Death |iked
to tease themby pretending to retreat, then returning in a rush to
snhatch away their victory.

When G na and Helga left for the night, Jonas turned off all the lights.

Illumnated only by the faint fluorescent wash fromthe corridor and the
green gl ow of the cardiac nonitor, room518 was replete with shadows.

It was silent, too. The audio signal on the EKG had been turned off,

| eaving only the rhythmically bouncing Iight endlessly nmaking its way
across the screen. The only sounds were the soft npans of the wind at
the wi ndow and the occasional faint tapping of rain against the glass.

Jonas stood at the foot of the bed, |looking at Harrison for a nmonment.
Though he had saved the man's life, he knew little about him

Thirty--eight years old. Five-ten, a hundred and sixty pounds. Brown
hair, brown eyes

Excel | ent physical condition.

But what of the inner person? Was Hatchford Benjanm n Harrison a good
man? Honest? Trustworthy? Faithful to his wife? Ws he reasonably
free of envy and greed, capable of nmercy, aware of the difference

bet ween right and w ong?

Did he have a kind heart?
Did he | ove?

In the heat of a resuscitation procedure, when seconds counted and there
was too much to be done in too short a tine, Jonas never dared to think
about the central ethical dilenma facing any doctor who assuned the role
of reanimator, for to think of it then mght have inhibited himto the
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patient's di sadvantage. Afterward, there was tinme to doubt, to wonder.

Al t hough a physician was norally comrmitted and professionally obligated
to saving lives wherever he could, were all lives worth saving?

When Death took an evil nan, wasn't it wiser and nore ethically
correct-to let himstay dead?

If Harrison was a bad man, the evil that he comitted upon resumng his
life after leaving the hospital would in part be the responsibility of
Jonas Nyebern. The pain Harrison caused others would to sone extent
stain Jonas's soul, as well

Fortunately, this time the dil emma seemed nobot. Harrison appeared to be
an upstanding citizen-a respected antique dealer, they said-married to
an artist of some reputation, whose nane Jonas recogni zed. A good
artist had to be sensitive, perceptive, able to see the world nore
clearly than nost people sawit. Didn't she? |If she was married to a
bad man, she would know it, and she wouldn't remain married to him

This time there was every reason to believe that a |ife had been saved
that shoul d have been saved.

Jonas only w shed his actions had al ways been so correct.

He turned away fromthe bed and took two steps to the wi ndow. Five
stories below, the nearly deserted parking |ot |ay under hooded pole
|l anps. The falling rain churned the puddles, so they appeared to be
boiling, as if a subterranean fire consumed the blacktop from

under neat h.

He coul d pick out the spot where Kari Dovell's car had been parked, and
he stared at it for along tine. He admred Kari enormously. He also
found her attractive. Sonetines he dreamed of being with her, and it
was a surprisingly conforting dream He could admit to wanting her at
times, as well, and to being pl eased by the thought that she m ght also
want him

But he did not need her. He needed nothing but his work, the

satisfaction of occasionally beating Death, and the-"sonmething's . out
there The first word interrupted Jonas's thoughts, but the voice was

so thin and soft that he didn't imredi ately perceive the source of it.

He turned around, |ooking toward the open door, assum ng the voice had
come fromthe corridor, and only by the third word did he realize that
the speaker was Harrison

The patient's head was turned toward Jonas, but his eyes were focused on
t he wi ndow.

Movi ng quickly to the side of the bed, Jonas gl anced at the
el ectrocardi ograph and saw that Harrison's heart was beating fast but,
t hank God, sl ow ng.

"Something's ... out there," Harrison repeated.

Hi s eyes were not focused on the window sill, on nothing so close as
that, but on sone distant point in the stormy night.

"Just rain," Jonas assured him
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"Just a little winter rain."”
"Somet hi ng bad, " Harrison whi spered.

Hurried footsteps echoed in the corridor, and a young nurse burst
t hrough the open door, into the nearly dark room Her name was Ranbna
Perez, and Jonas knew her to be conpetent and concer ned.

"Ch, Doctor Nyebern, good, you're here. The telemetry unit, his
heart beat "Accel erated, yes, | know. He just woke up."

Ranona canme to the bed and switched on the | anp above it, revealing the
patient nmore clearly.

Harrison was still staring beyond the rain-spotted wi ndow, as if
oblivious of Jonas and the nurse. |In a voice even softer than before,
heavy with weariness, he repeated: "Sonething's out there." Then his
eyes fluttered sleepily, and fell shut.

"M . Harrison, can you hear nme?" Jonas asked.
The patient did not answer.

The EKG showed a quickly de-accel erating heartbeat: fromone-forty to
one-twenty to one hundred beats a mnute.

"M. Harrison?"

Ni nety per mnute. Eighty.

"He's asl eep again," Ranpbna said.
"Appears to be."

"Just sl eeping, though," she said. "No question of it being a coma
now. "

"Not a conm," Jonas agreed.

"And he was speaking. D d he nake sense?"

"Sort of. But hard to tell,"” Jonas said, |eaning over the bed railing
to study the man's eyelids, which fluttered with the rapid novenent of
the eyes under them REMsleep. Harrison was dreaning again.

Qut side, the rain suddenly began to fall harder than before. The w nd
pi cked up, too, and keened at the w ndow.

Ranona said, "The words | heard were clear, not slurred."

"No. Not slurred. And he spoke sone conplete sentences."”

"Then he's not aphasic,"” she said. "That's terrific."

Aphasia, the conplete inability to speak or understand spoken or witten
| anguage, was one of the nobst devastating forns of brain danage
resulting fromdisease or injury. Thus affected, a patient was reduced
to using gestures to comuni cate, and the inadequacy of pantom ne soon
cast himinto deep depression, fromwhich there was soneti mes no coni ng
back.

Harrison was evidently free of that curse. |If he was also free of
paral ysis, and if there were not too many holes in his nmenory, he had a
good chance of eventually getting out of bed and | eading a normal life.
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"Let's not junp to conclusions,” Jonas said. "Let's not build up any
fal se hopes. He still has a long way to go. But you can enter on his
record that he regai ned consciousness for the first tine at

el even-thirty, two hours after resuscitation.”

Harrison was nurnmuring in his sleep

Jonas | eaned over the bed and put his ear close to the patient's |ips,
whi ch were barely nmoving. The words were faint, carried on his shallow
exhalations. It was like a spectral voice heard on an open radio
channel , broadcast froma station hal fway around the world, bounced off
a freak inversion layer high in the atnosphere and filtered through so
much space and bad weather that it sounded nysterious and prophetic in
spite of being less than half-intelligible.

"What' s he sayi ng?" Ranobna asked.

Wth the howl of the stormrising outside, Jonas was unable to catch
enough of Harrison's words to be sure, but he thought the man was
repeating what he'd said before: "Sonething's ... out there Abruptly
the wi nd shrieked, and rain drummed agai nst the window so hard that it
seened certain to shatter the gl ass.

Vassago |liked the rain. The stormclouds had pl ated over the sky,

| eavi ng no hol es through which the too-bright noon could gaze. The
downpour al so veiled the gl ow of streetlanps and the headlights of
onconi ng cars, noderated the dazzle of neon signs, and in genera
softened the Orange County night, making it possible for himto drive
with nmore confort than could be provided by his sungl asses al one.

He had travel ed west from his hi deaway, then north along the coast, in
search of a bar where the lights mght be | ow and a woman or two

avail abl e for consideration. A lot of places were closed Mindays, and
others didn't appear too active that late at night, between the
hal f - hour and the wi tching hour.

At last he found a | ounge in Newport Beach, along the Pacific Coast

H ghway. It was a tony joint with a canopy to the street, rows of
mniature white lights defining the roof line, and a sign advertising
DANCI NG VED TI | RU sAT/ Jol I NNY WTH Bl G BAND. Newport was the nost
affluent city in the county, with the world's |argest private yacht
harbor, so al nbst any establishnent that pretended to a nonied clientele
nmost |ikely had one.

Begi nni ng m d-week, val et parking was probably provided, which would not
have been good for his purposes, since a valet was a potential wtness,
but on a rainy Monday no valet was in sight.

He parked in the | ot beside the club, and as he switched off the engine,
the seizure hit him He felt as if he'd received a mld but sustained
el ectrical shock. H's eyes rolled back in his head, and for a nmonment he
t hought he was havi ng convul si ons, because he was unable to breathe or
swal low. An involuntary noban escaped him The attack |lasted only ten
or fifteen seconds, and ended with three words that seemed to have been
spoken inside his head: Something's . out

there ... It was not just a random thought sparked by sonme short
circuiting synapse in his brain, for it came to himin a distinct voice,
with the tinbre and inflection of spoken words as distinguished from
thoughts. Not his own voice, either, but that of a stranger. He had an
over powering sense of another presence in the car, as well, as if a

file:/l/IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Hideaway.txt (50 of 246) [2/9/2004 10:01:14 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Hideaway.txt

spirit had passed through some curtain between worlds to visit with him
an alien presence that was real in spite of being invisible.

Then the epi sode ended as abruptly as it had begun
He sat for a while, waiting for a reoccurrence.

Rai n hammered on the roof.

The car ticked and pinged as the engi ne cool ed down.
What ever had happened, it was over now.

He tried to understand the experience. Had those word something' s out
there-been a warning, a psychic prenmonition? A threat? To what did it
refer?

Beyond the car, there seemed to be nothing special about the night.

Just rain. Blessed darkness. The distorted reflections of electric
lights and signs

shi mered on the wet pavenent, in puddles, and in the torrents pouring
along the overflowing gutters. Sparse traffic passed on Pacific Coast

H ghway, but as far as he could see, no one was on foot-and he coul d see
as well as any cat.

After a while he decided that he woul d understand the epi sode when he
was nmeant to understand it. Nothing was to be gai ned by broodi ng over
it. If it was a threat, fromwhatever source, it did not trouble him

He was incapable of fear. That was the best thing about having left the
world of the living, even if he was temporarily stuck in the borderland
this side of death: nothing in existence held any terror for him

Nevert hel ess, that inner voice had been one of the strangest things he
had ever experienced. And he was not exactly without a store of strange
experiences with which to conpare it.

He got out of his silver Camaro, slamred the door, and wal ked to the
club entrance. The rain was cold. |In the blustering wind, the fronds
of the palmtrees rattled |like old bones.

Li ndsey Harrison was also on the fifth floor, at the far end of the main
corridor fromher husband. Little of the roomwas reveal ed when Jonas
entered and approached the side of the bed, for there was not even the
green light froma cardiac nonitor. The wonan was barely visible.

He wondered if he should try to wake her, and was surprised when she
spoke: "Who're you?"

He said, "I thought you were asleep."
"Can't sleep."

"Didn't they give you sonethi ng?"

"It didn't help."

As in her husband's room the rain drove against the window with sullen
fury. Jonas could hear torrents cascadi ng through the confines of a
near by al um num downspout .

"How do you feel ?" he asked.
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"How the hell do you think I feel?" She tried to infuse the words with
anger, but she was too exhausted and too depressed to manage it.

He put down the bed railing, sat on the edge of the mattress, and held
out one hand, assuming that her eyes were better adapted to the gl oom
than his were. "G ve ne your hand."

" \My?ll

"I"'mJonas Nyebern. |'ma doctor. | want to tell you about your
husband, and sonmehow | think it'll be better if you'll just let ne hold
your hand."

She was silent.
"Hunmor ne he said.

Al 't hough the worman beli eved her husband to be dead, Jonas did not mean
to tornent her by withholding his report of the resuscitation. From
experience, he knew that good news of this sort could be as shocking to
the recipient as bad news; it had to be delivered with care and
sensitivity.

She had been mildly delirious upon adm ssion to the hospital, largely as
a result of exposure and shock, but that condition had been swiftly
remedied with the administration of heat and nedication. She had been
in possession of all her faculties for a few hours now, |ong enough to
absorb her husband's death and to begin to find her way toward a
tentative accomodati on of her |oss. Though deep in grief and far from
adj usted to her wi dowhood, she had by now found a | edge on the enotiona
cliff down which she had plunged, a narrow perch, a precarious stability
from whi ch he was about to knock her | oose.

Still, he m ght have been nore direct with her if he'd been able to
bring her unalloyed good news. Unfortunately, he could not prom se that
her husband was going to be entirely his forner self, unmarked by his
experience, able to reenter his old life without a hitch. They would
need hours, perhaps days, in which to exani ne and eval uate Harrison
before they could hazard a prediction as to the likelihood of a ful
recovery. Thereafter, weeks or nonths of physical and occupationa
therapy mght Iie ahead for him wth no guarantee of effectiveness.

Jonas was still waiting for her hand. At last she offered it
diffidently.

In his best bedside manner, he quickly outlined the basics of
resuscitation medicine. Wen she began to realize why he thought she
needed to know about such an esoteric subject, her grip on his hand
suddenly grew tight

In room 518, Hatch foundered in a sea of bad dreans that were nothing
but disassociated i mages nelding into one another w thout even the
illogical narrative flow that usually shaped nightnmares. W nd-whi pped
snow. A huge Ferris wheel sonetinmes bedecked with festive lights,
soneti mes dark and broken and ominous in a night seething with rain.

Groves of scarecrow trees, gnarled and coaly, stripped |eafless by
winter. A beer truck angled across a snow swept highway. A tunnel with
a concrete floor that sloped down into perfect blackness, into sonething
unknown that filled himw th heart-bursting dread. His |lost son, Jimy,
I yi ng sal | ow skinned agai nst hospital sheets, dying of cancer. Water,
col d and deep, inpenetrable as ink, stretching to all horizons, with no
possi bl e escape. A naked woman, her head on backwards, hands cl asping a
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cruci fix...

Frequently he was aware of a facel ess and mysterious figure at the
perineter of the dreanscapes, dressed in black |ike sone grimreaper,
moving in such fluid harnmony with the shadows that he m ght have been
only a shadow hinself. At other tines, the reaper was not part of the
scene but seened to be the viewpoint through which it was observed, as

i f Hatch was | ooking out through the eyes of another-yes that beheld the
world with all the conpassionless, hungry, calculating practicality of a
graveyard rat.

For a tinme, the dreamtook on nore of a narrative quality, wherein Hatch
found hinself running along a train-station platform trying to catch up
with a passenger car that was slowy pulling away on the outbound track.
Thr ough one of the train w ndows, he saw Ji mry, gaunt and hol | ow eyed in
the grip of his disease, dressed only in a hospital gown, peering sadly
at Hatch, one small hand rai sed as he waved goodbye, goodbye, goodbye.
Hat ch reached desperately for the vertical railing beside the boarding
steps at the end of Jinmy's car, but the train picked up speed; Hatch

| ost ground; the steps slipped away.

Jimy's pale, small face lost definition and finally vani shed as the
speedi ng passenger car dwindled into the terrible nothingness beyond the
station platform a lightless void of which Hatch only now becane aware.
Then anot her passenger car began to glide past him (clackety-cl ack,

cl ackety-clack), and he was startled to see Lindsey seated at one of the
wi ndows, | ooking out at the platform a |ost expression on her face.
Hatch called to her. "Lindsey!"but she did not hear or see him she
seened to be in a trance, so he began to run again, trying to board her
car (clackety-clack, clackety-clack), which drew away from him as
Jimy's had done. "Lindsey!" H's hand was inches fromthe railing

besi de the boarding stairs.... Suddenly the railing and stairs

vani shed, and the train was not a train any nore.

Wth the eerie fluidity of all changes in all dreans, it became a roller
coaster in an amusenent park, heading out on the start of a thrill ride.
(d acketyclack.) Hatch came to the end of the platformw thout being
able to board Lindsey's car, and she rocketed away fromhim up the
first steep hill of the long and undul ant track. Then the last car in
the caravan passed him close behind Lindsey's. It held a single
passenger. The figure in black around whom shadows clustered |ike
ravens on a cenetery fense sat in front of the car, head bowed, his face
conceal ed by thick hair that fell forward in the fashion of a nonk's
hood. (C ackety-clack!) Hatch shouted at Lindsey, warning her to | ook
back and be aware of what rode in the car behind her, pleading with her
to be careful and hold on tight, for God's sake, hold on tight! The
caterpillar procession of linked cars reached the crest of the hill,
hung there for a nonment as if time had been suspended, then di sappeared
in a screamfilled plumet down the far side

Ranona Perez, the night nurse assigned to the fifth-fl oor wi ng that

i ncluded room 518, stood beside the bed, watching her patient. She was
worried about him but she was not sure that she should go | ooking for
Dr. Nyebern yet.

According to the heart nonitor, Harrison's pulse was in a highly
fluctuant state. GCenerally it ranged between a reassuring seventy to
eighty beats per nminute. Periodically, however, it raced as high as a
hundred and forty. On the positive side, she observed no indications of
serious arrhythm a

H s bl ood pressure was affected by his accel erated heartbeat, but he was
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in no apparent danger of stroke or cerebral henorrhage related to
spi ki ng hypertension, because his systolic reading was never dangerously
hi gh.

He was sweating profusely, and the circles around his eyes were so dark,
they appeared to have been applied with actors' grease paint. He was
shivering in spite of the blankets piled on him The fingers of his

| eft hand exposed because of the intravenous |ine spasned occasionally,
t hough not forcefully enough to disturb the needle inserted just bel ow
the crook of his el bow

In a whisper he repeated his wife's nanme, sonetimes wi th considerable
urgency: "Lindsey .. Lindsey .. Lindsey, no!"

Harri son was dream ng, obviously, and events in a nightmare could elicit
physi ol ogi cal responses every bit as nuch as waki ng experiences.

Fi nal | y Ranona deci ded that the accel erated heartbeat was solely the
result of the poor man's bad dreans, not an indication of genuine

cardi ovascul ar destabilization. He was in no danger. Nevertheless, she
remai ned at his bedside, watching over him

Vassago sat at a w ndow tabl e overl ooking the harbor. He had been in

the I ounge only five mnutes, and already he suspected it was not good
hunti ng grounds. The atnosphere was all wong. He wi shed he had not

ordered a drink.

No dance nusic was provided on Monday nights, but a pianist was at work
in one corner. He played neither gutless renditions of '305 and ' 40s
songs nor the studiedly bland arrangenents of easy-|istening
rock-"n'-roll that rotted the brains of regular |ounge patrons. But he
spun out the equally noxious repetitive nelodies of New Age nunbers
conposed for those who found el evator nusic too conpl ex and
intellectually taxing.

Vassago preferred nmusic with a hard beat, fast and driving, somnething
that put his teeth on edge. Since beconming a citizen of the borderl and,
he coul d not take pleasure in nost nusic, for its orderly structures
irritated him He could tolerate only music that was atonal, harsh,
unmel odi ous.

He responded to jarring key changes, thunderously crashing chords, and
squealing guitar riffs that abraded the nerves. He enjoyed discord and
broken patterns of rhythm He was excited by nusic that filled his mnd
wi th i mages of bl ood and vi ol ence.

To Vassago, the scene beyond the big wi ndows, because of its beauty, was
as displeasing as the |ounge nmusic. Sailboats and notor yachts crowded
one another at the private docks along the harbor. They were tied up,
sails furled, engines silent, wallowing only slightly because the harbor
was well protected and the stormwas not particularly ferocious. Few of
the wealthy owners actually lived aboard, regardl ess of the size of the
craft or anenities, so lights glowed at only a few of the porthol es.
Rain, here and there transnuted into quicksilver by the dock lights,
hamrered the boats, beaded on their brightwork, drizzled |ike nolten
metal down their masts and across their decks and out of their scuppers.
He had no tolerance for prettiness, for postcard scenes of harnonious
conposition, because they seened false, a |lie about what the world was
really like. He was drawn, instead, to visual discord, jagged shapes,
mal i gnant and festering forns.

Wth its plush chairs and | ow anber lighting, the | ounge was too soft
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for a hunter like him It dulled his killing instincts.

He surveyed the patrons, hoping to spot an object of the quality
suitable for his collection. If he saw sonmething truly superb that
excited his acquisitional fever, even the stultifying atnosphere woul d
not be able to sap his energy.

A few nen sat at the bar, but they were of no interest to him The
three men in his collection had been his second, fourth, and fifth

acqui sitions, taken because they had been vul nerable and in |onely

circunstances that allowed himto overpower them and take them away
wi t hout bei ng seen

He had no aversion to killing nmen, but preferred women. Young wonen.
He liked to get them before they could breed nore life.

The only really young people anong the custoners were four wonen in
their twenties who were seated by the wi ndows, three tables away from
him They were tipsy and a little giddy, hunched over as if sharing
gossip, talking intently, periodically bursting into gales of |aughter.

One of themwas | ovely enough to engage Vassago's hatred of beautiful
things. She had enornous chocol at e-brown eyes, and an ani nal grace that
rem nded himof a doe. He dubbed her "Banbi." Her raven hair was cut
into short wi ngs, exposing the | ower halves of her ears.

They were exceptional ears, large but delicately formed. He thought he
m ght be able to do sonmething interesting with them and he continued to
wat ch her, trying to decide if she was up to his standards.

Banbi tal ked nmore than her friends, and she was the | oudest of the
group. Her laugh was the |loudest, as well, a jackass braying. She was
exceptionally attractive, but her incessant chatter and annoying

| aughter spoiled the package. Clearly, she |oved the sound of her own
Voi ce.

She' d be vastly inproved, he thought, if she were to be stricken deaf
and nute.

Inspiration seized him and he sat up straighter in his chair. By
renovi ng her ears, tucking theminto her dead nouth, and sewi ng her lips
shut, he would be neatly synbolizing the fatal flaw in her beauty.

It was a vision of such sinplicity, yet such power, that. One rum and
Coke," the waitress said, putting a glass and paper cocktail napkin on
the table in front of Vassago. "You want to run a tab?"

He | ooked up at her, blinking in confusion. She was a stout niddle-aged
woman with auburn hair. He could see her quite clearly through his
sungl asses, but in his fever of creative excitement, he had difficulty
pl aci ng her.

Finally he said, "Tab? Uh, no. Cash, thank you, ma'am"

Wien he took out his wallet, it didn't feel like a wallet at all but
|ike one of Banbi's ears mght feel. Wen he slid his thunb back and
forth across the smooth | eather, he felt not what was there but what
m ght soon be available for his caress: delicately shaped ridges of
cartilage formng the auricula and pinna, the graceful curves of the
channel s that focused sound waves inward toward the tynpani c nenbrane.
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He realized the waitress had spoken to himagain, stating the price of
his drink, and then he realized that it was the second time she had done
so- He had been fingering his wallet for |ong, delicious seconds,
daydream ng of death and disfigurenent.

He fished out a crisp bill without looking at it, and handed it to her
"This is a hundred," she said. "Don't you have anything snmaller?"

"No, ma'am sorry," he said, inpatient nowto be rid of her, "that's
it."

"I''"ll have to go back to the bar to get this nuch change."
"Ckay, yeah, whatever. Thank you, na'am"

As she started away fromhis table, he returned his attention to the
four young wonen-only to discover that they were |eaving. They were
nearing the door, pulling on their coats as they went.

He started to rise, intending to follow them but he froze when he heard
hi nsel f say, "Lindsey."

He didn't call out the name. No one in the bar heard himsay it. He
was the only one who reacted, and his reacti on was one of tota
surprise.

For a nonent he hesitated with one hand on the table, one on the arm of
his chair, halfway to his feet. While he was paralyzed in that posture
of indecisiveness, the four young wonmen | eft the |ounge. Banbi becane
of less interest to himthan the mysterious name- 'Lindsey"-so he sat
down.

He did not know anyone naned Li ndsey.
He had never known anyone naned Li ndsey.
It made no sense that he woul d suddenly speak the nane al oud.

He | ooked out the wi ndow at the harbor. Hundreds of mllions of dollars
of ego-gratification rose and fell and wallowed side to side on the
rolling water. The sunless sky was another sea above, as cold and
mercil ess as the one below. The air was full of rain like mllions of
gray and silver threads, as if nature was trying to sew the ocean to the
heavens and thereby obliterate the narrow space between, where life was
possi bl e.

Havi ng been one of the living, one of the dead, and now one of the
living dead, he had seen hinself as the ultimate sophisticate, as
experienced as any nman born of woman coul d ever hope to be. He had
assunmed that the world held nothing new for him had nothing to teach
him Nowthis. First the seizure in the car: Sonething' s out there!

And now Lindsey. The two experiences were different, because he heard
no voice in his head the second time, and when he spoke it was with his
own fam liar voice and not that of a stranger. But both events were so
pecul i ar that he knew they were linked. As he gazed at the noored
boats, the harbor, and the dark world beyond, it began to seem nore
mysterious to himthan it had in ages.

He picked up his rumand Coke. He took a long swallow of it.

As he was putting the drink down, he said, "Lindsey."
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The glass rattled against the table, and he al nost knocked it over,
because the nanme surprised himagain. He hadn't spoken it aloud to
ponder the neaning of it. Rather, it had burst fromhimas before, a
bit nore breathlessly this tinme and sonewhat | ouder

I nteresting.
The | ounge seened to be a magical place for him

He decided to settle down for a while and wait to see what m ght happen
next .

When the waitress arrived with his change, he said, "1'd |like another
drink, ma'am" He handed her a twenty. "This'll take care of it, and
pl ease keep the change."

Happy with the tip, she hurried back to the bar

Vassago turned to the wi ndow again, but this tine he | ooked at his own
reflection in the glass instead of at the harbor beyond. The dimlights
of the lounge threw insufficient glare on the pane to provide himwith a
detailed image. 1In that murky mirror, his sunglasses did not register
wel | .

Hi s face appeared to have two gapi ng eye sockets |ike those of a
fleshless skull. The illusion pleased him

In a husky whisper not |oud enough to draw the attention of anyone el se
in the lounge, but with nore urgency than before, he said, "Lindsey,
no! "

He had not anticipated that outburst any nore than the previous two, but
it did not rattle him He had quickly adapted to the fact of these
mysterious events, and had begun to try to understand them Nothing

could surprise himfor long. After all, he had been to Hell and back,
both to the real Hell and the one beneath the funhouse, so the intrusion
of the fantastic into real life did not frighten or awe him

He drank a third rum and Coke. Wen nore than an hour passed without
further devel opnents, and when the bartender announced the | ast round of
the night, Vassago left.

The need was still with him the need to nurder and create. It was a
fierce heat in his gut that had nothing to do with the rum such a
steely tension in his chest that his heart m ght have been a cl ockwork
mechanismwith its spring wound to the breaking point. He wi shed that
he had gone after the doe-eyed woman whom he had nanmed Banbi .

Whul d he have renoved her ears when she was dead at |ast-or while she
was still alive?

Wyul d she have been capabl e of understanding the artistic statenent he
was meki ng as he sewed her |ips shut over her full mouth? Probably not.

None of the others had the wit or insight to appreciate his singular
tal ent.

In the nearly deserted parking lot, he stood in the rain for a while,
letting it soak himand extinguish some of the fire of his obsession

It was nearly two in the nmorning. Not enough tinme remai ned, before
dawn, to do any hunting. He would have to return to his hi deaway
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wi thout an addition to his collection. |If he were to get any sleep
during the coming day and be prepared to hunt with the next nightfall
he had to danpen his blazing creative drive

Eventual |y he began to shiver. The heat within himgave way to a
relentless chill. He raised one hand, touched his cheek. Hs face felt
cold, but his fingers were colder, |like the marble hand of a statue of
David that he'd admred in a nenorial garden at Forest Lawn Cenetery
when he had still been one of the living.

That was better.

As he opened the car door, he | ooked around once nore at the rain-riven
night. This tine of his own volition, he said, "Lindsey?"

No answer.
Whoever she might be, she was not yet destined to cross his path.

He woul d have to be patient. He was mystified, therefore fascinated and
curious. But whatever was happeni ng woul d happen at its own pace.

One of the virtues of the dead was patience, and though he was stil
hal f-alive, he knew he could find within hinmself the strength to match
the forbearance of the deceased.

Early Tuesday norning, an hour after dawn, Lindsey could sleep no nore.

She ached in every nmuscle and joint, and what sleep she'd gotten had not
| essened her exhaustion by any noticeabl e degree. She did not want
sedatives. Unable to bear any further delay, she insisted they take her
to Hatch's room The charge nurse cleared it with Jonas Nyebern, who
was still in the hospital, then wheel ed Lindsey down the hall to 518.

Nyebern was there, red-eyed and runpled. The sheets on the bed nearest
the door were not turned back, but they were winkled, as if the doctor
had stretched out to rest at |east once during the night.

By now Li ndsey had | earned enough about Nyebern-some of it fromhim
much of it fromthe nurses to know that he was a | ocal |egend. He had
been a busy cardi ovascul ar surgeon, but over the past two years, after
losing his wife and two children in sone kind of horrible accident, he
had devoted steadily less tine to surgery and nore to resuscitation
medi ci ne.

H's commitnent to his work was too strong to be called nere dedication

It was nmore of an obsession. |In a society that was struggling to emnerge
fromthree decades of self-indulgence and ne-firstism it was easy to
admre a man as selflessly coomitted as Nyebern, and everyone did seem
to admre him

Li ndsey, for one, admired the hell out of him After all, he had saved
Hatch's life.

Hi s weariness betrayed only by his bl oodshot eyes and the runpl ed
condition of his clothes, Nyebern noved swiftly to pull back the lacy
curtain that surrounded the bed nearest the window. He took the handl es
of Lindsey's wheelchair and rolled her to her husband' s bedsi de.

The storm had passed during the night. Mrning sun slanted through the
slats of the Levolor blinds, striping the sheets and bl ankets with
shadow and gol den 1i ght.
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Hatch | ay beneath that faux tiger skin, only one armand his face
exposed. Although his skin was painted with the sane jungl e-cat
camouf | age as the bedding, his extreme pallor was evident. Seated in
the wheel chair, regarding Hatch at an odd angle through the bed railing,
Li ndsey grew queasy at the sight of an ugly bruise that spread fromthe
stitched gash on his forehead. But for the proof of the cardiac nonitor
and the barely perceptible rise-and-fall of Hatch's chest as he

breat hed, she woul d have assunmed he was dead.

But he was alive, alive, and she felt a tightness in her chest and
throat that presaged tears as surely as lightning was a sign of oncom ng
t hunder .

The prospect of tears surprised her, quickening her breath.

Fromthe nmoment their Honda had gone over the brink and into the ravine,
through the entire physical and enotional ordeal of the night just
passed, Lindsey had never cried. She didn't pride herself on stoicism
it was just the way she was.

No, strike that.
It was just the way she had to becone during Jinmy's bout with cancer

From the day of diagnosis until the end, her boy had taken nine nonths
to die, as long as she had taken to lovingly shape himw thin her wonb.

Every day of that dying, Lindsey had wanted nothing nore than to curl up
in bed with the covers over her head and cry, just let the tears pour
forth until all the noisture in her body was gone, until she dried up
and crunbled into dust and ceased to exist. She had wept, at first.

But her tears frightened Jimy, and she realized that any expression of
her inner turmoil was an unconscionabl e sel f-indul gence. Even when she
cried in private, Jimy knew it later; he had al ways been perceptive and
sensitive beyond his years, and his disease seemed to nake him nore
acutely aware of everything. Current theory of immunol ogy gave

consi derabl e weight to the inportance of a positive attitude, |aughter,
and confidence as weapons in the battle against |ife-threatening
illness. So she had | earned to suppress her terror at the prospect of
losing him She had given himlaughter, |ove, confidence, courage and
never a reason to doubt her conviction that he would beat the

mal i gnancy.

By the time Jimy died, Lindsey had become so successful at repressing
her tears that she could not sinply turn them on again. Denied the

rel ease that easy tears might have given her, she spiraled down into a
|l ost tine of despair. She dropped weight-fifteen, twenty-seven pounds,
until she was enaci ated. She could not be bothered to wash her hair or
| ook after her conplexion or press her clothes. Convinced that she had
failed Jimry, that she had encouraged himto rely on her but then had
not been special enough to help himreject his disease, she did not
bel i eve she deserved to take pleasure fromfood, from her appearance, a
book, a movie, nusic, fromanything. Eventually, with much patience and
ki ndness, Hatch hel ped her see that her insistence on taking
responsibility for an act of blind fate was, in its way, as much a

di sease as Jimy's cancer had been

Though she had still not been able to cry, she had clinbed out of the
psychol ogi cal hole she'd dug for herself. Ever since, however, she had
lived on the rimof it, her bal ance precarious.
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Now, her first tears in a long, long tine were surprising, unsettling.

Her eyes stung, becane hot. Her vision blurred. Disbhelieving, she
rai sed one shaky hand to touch the warmtracks on her cheeks.

Nyebern plucked a Kl eenex froma box on the nightstand and gave it to
her .

That small kindness affected her far out of proportion to the
consi deration behind it, and a soft sob escaped her.

"Li ndsey Because his throat was raw fromhis ordeal, his voice was
hoarse, barely nore than a whisper. But she knew at once who had spoken
to her, and that it was not Nyebern

She wi ped hastily at her eyes with the Kl eenex and | eaned forward in the
wheel chair until her forehead touched the cold bed railing.

Hatch's head was turned toward her. H's eyes were open, and they | ooked
clear, alert.

"Li ndsey .

He had found the strength to push his right hand out from under the
bl ankets, stretching it toward her

She reached between the railings. She took his hand in hers.

H's skin was dry. A thin bandage was taped over his abraded palm He
was too weak to give her hand nore than the faintest squeeze, but he was
warm bl essedly warm and alive.

"You're crying," Hatch said

She was, too, harder than ever, a stormof tears, but she was smling
through them Gief had not been able to free her first tears in five
terrible years but joy had at |ast unleashed them She was crying for
joy, which seenmed right, seened healing. She felt a | oosening of

| ong-sustained tensions in her heart, as if the knotted adhesions of old
wounds were di ssolving, all because Hatch was alive, had been dead but
was now alive.

If a mracle couldn't Iift the heart, what coul d?
Hatch said, "I |ove you."

The storm of tears became a flood, ohgod, an ocean, and she heard
hersel f bl ubber "I |ove you" back at him then she felt Nyebern put a
hand on her shoul der confortingly, another small kindness that seened
huge, which only rmade her cry harder. But she was |aughing even as she
was weepi ng, and she saw that Hatch was smiling, too.

"It's okay," Hatch said hoarsely. "The worst is over. The worst is ..
behi nd us now.

During the daylight hours, when he stayed beyond the reach of the sun,
Vassago parked the Camaro in an underground garage that had once been
filled with electric trans, carts, and lorries used by the

par k- mai ntenance crew. All of those vehicles were | ong gone, reclained
by creditors. The Camaro stood alone in the center of that dank,

wi ndowl ess space

From t he garage, Vassago descended w de stairs-the el evators had not
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operated in years-to an even deeper subterranean |level. The entire park
was built on a basenent that had once contained the security
headquarters with scores of video nonitors able to reveal every niche of
the grounds, a video control center that had been an even nmore conpl ex
hi gh-tech nest of conputers and nonitors, carpentry and el ectrica

shops, a staff cafeteria, |ockers and changing roons for the hundreds of
costuned enpl oyees worki ng each shift, an energency imrmary, business
of fi ces, and much nore.

Vassago passed the door to that |evel w thout hesitating and continued
down to the sub-basenment at the very bottom of the conplex. Even in the
dry sands of southern California, the concrete walls exuded a danp |ine
snel |l at that depth.

No rats fled before him as he had expected during his first descent
into those real n8 many nonths ago. He had seen no rats at all,

anywhere, in all the weeks he had roaned the tenebrous corridors and
silent roons of that vast structure, though he would not have been
averse to sharing space with them He liked rats. They were
carrion-eaters, revelers in decay, scurrying janitors that cleaned up in
the wake of death. Maybe they had never invaded the cellars of the park
because, after its closure, the place had been pretty nuch stripped
bare. It was all concrete, plastic, and netal, nothing biodegradabl e
for rats to feed on, a little dusty, yes, with sonme crunpl ed paper here
and there, but otherwise as sterile as an orbiting space station and of
no interest to rodents.

Eventually rats might find his collection in Hell at the bottom of the
funhouse and, having fed, spread out fromthere. Then he would have
sone suitable conpany in the bright hours when he could not venture out
in confort.

At the bottomof the fourth and last flight of stairs, two | evels bel ow
t he underground garage, Vassago passed through a doorway. The door was
m ssing, as were virtually all the doors in the conplex, hauled off by
the sal vagers and resold for a few bucks api ece.

Beyond was an ei ghteen-foot-wi de tunnel. The floor was flat with a

yel | ow stripe painted down the center, as if it were a highway-which it
had been, of sorts. Concrete walls curved up to neet and formthe
ceiling.

Part of that |owest |evel was conprised of storeroons that had once held
huge quantities of supplies. Styrofoam cups and burger packages,
cardboard popcorn boxes and french-fry hol ders, paper napkins and little
foil packets of ketchup and rmustard for the many snack stands scattered
over the grounds. Business forms for the offices. Packages of
fertilizer and cans of insecticide for the |andscape crew. Al of
that-and everything else a small city might need-had been renoved | ong
ago. The roons were enpty.

A network of tunnels connected the storage chanbers to el evators that
led upward into all the main attractions and restaurants- Goods coul d be
del i vered-or repairnen conveyed-throughout the park w thout disturbing
the paying custoners and shattering the fantasy they had paid to
experience. Numbers were painted on the walls every hundred feet, to
mark routes, and at intersections there were even signs with arrows to
provide better directions:. Vassago turned right at the next
intersection, left at the one after that, then right again. Even if his
extraordi nary vision had not permtted himto see in those obscure
byways, he woul d have been able to follow the route he desired, for by
now he knew the desiccated arteries of the dead park as well as he knew
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the contours of his own body.

Eventual ly he came to a sign-OUT OF ORDER besi de an el evator. The doors
of the elevator were gone, as were the cab and the Iift nechanism sold
for reuse or for scrap. But the shaft remnai ned, dropping about four
feet below the floor of the tunnel, and | eading up through five stories
of darkness to the |level that housed security and video control and park
offices, on to the | owest |evel of the funhouse where he kept his
collection, then to the second and third floors of that attraction

He slipped over the edge, into the bottomof the el evator shaft. He sat
on the old mattress he had brought in to nmake his hi deaway nore
confortable.

When he tilted his head back, he could see only a couple of floors into
the unlighted shaft. The rusted steel bars of a service |adder dwi ndled
up into the gl oom

If he clinbed the | adder to the | owest |evel of the funhouse, he would
come out in a service roombehind the walls of Hell, fromwhich the
machi nery operating the gondola chain--drive had been accessed and
repaired-before it had been carted away forever.

A door fromthat chanber, disguised on the far side as a concrete
boul der, opened into the nowdry | ake of Hades, from which Lucifer
t ower ed.

He was at the deepest point of his hideaway, four feet nore than two
stories below Hell. There, he felt at hone as much as it was possible
for himto feel at hone anywhere. Qut in the world of the living, he
moved with the confidence of a secret naster of the universe, but he
never felt as if he belonged there. Though he was not actually afraid
of anything any nore, a trace current of anxiety buzzed through him
every mnute that he spent beyond the stark, black corridors and

sepul chral chanbers of his hi deaway.

After a while he opened the lid of a sturdy plastic cooler with a
Styrofoam lining, in which he kept cans of root beer. He had al ways
liked root beer. It was too much trouble to keep ice in the cooler, so
he just drank the soda warm He didn't mnd.

He al so kept snack foods in the cooler: Mars bars, Reese's peanut butter
cups, Cark Bars, a bag of potato chips, packages of peanut-butter-and
cheese crackers, Mallomars, and Oreo cookies. Wen he had crossed into
the borderl and, sonething had happened to his netabolism he seened to
be able to eat anything he wanted and burn it off w thout gaining weight
or turning soft. And what he wanted to eat, for sone reason he didn't
under stand, was what he had |iked when he' d been a ki d.

He opened a root beer and took a |ong, warm swal |l ow.

He withdrew a single cookie fromthe bag of Oreos. He carefully
separated the two chocol ate wafers wi thout damaging them The circle of
white icing stuck entirely to the wafer in his left hand. That meant he
was going to be rich and famus when he grew up. If it had stuck to the
one in his right hand, it would have nmeant that he was going to be
famous but not necessarily rich, which could nean just about anything
frombeing a rock-'n'-roll star to an assassin who woul d take out the
President of the United States. |If some of the icing stuck to both

waf ers, that neant you had to eat another cookie or risk having no
future at all.
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As he licked the sweet icing, letting it dissolve slowy on his tongue,
he stared up the enpty el evator shaft, thinking about how interesting it
was that he had chosen the abandoned amusenent park for his hideaway
when the world offered so many dark and | onely places fromwhich to
choose.

He had been there a few tines as a boy, when the park was still in
operation, nost recently eight years ago, when he had been twel ve,
little nore than a year before the operation closed down. On that nost
speci al evening of his childhood, he had conmitted his first nurder
there, beginning his |long romance with death. Now he was back

He |icked away the last of the icing.

He ate the first chocolate wafer. He ate the second.
He t ook another cookie out of the bag.

He sipped the warm root beer

He wi shed he were dead. Fully dead. It was the only way to begin his
exi stence on the QG her Side.

"If wishes were cows," he said, "we'd eat steak every day, wouldn't we?"

He ate the second cookie, finished the root beer, then stretched out on
his back to sl eep.

Sl eepi ng, he dreaned. They were peculiar dreans of people he had never
seen, places he had never been, events that he had never w tnessed.

Water all around him chunks of floating ice, snow sheeting through a
hard wind. A woman in a wheel chair, |aughing and weepi ng at the sane
time. A hospital bed, banded by shadows and stripes of golden sunlight.

The woman in the wheel chair, |aughing and weeping. The worman in the
wheel chair, laughing. The wonan in the wheelchair. The wonan.

In the fields of life, a harvest sonetinmes comes far out of season, when
we thought the earth was old and could see no earthly reason to rise for
work at break of dawn, and put our mnuscles to the test.

Wth winter here and autum gone, it just seens best to rest, to rest.

But under winter feels so cold, wait the dornmant seeds of seasons
unborn, and so the heart does hold hope that heals all bitter |esions.

if he were an accused infidel on trial for his life during the
I nqui si tion.

Two priests were present in the attorney's office. Al though only of
average hei ght, Father Jininez was as inposing as any man a foot taller,
with jet-black hair and eyes even darker, in a black clerical suit with
a Roman collar. He stood with his back to the windows. The gently
swayi ng pal mtrees and bl ue skies of Newport Beach behind himdid not
Iighten the atnmosphere in the mahogany-panel ed, antique-filled office
where they were gathered, and in silhouette Jim nez was an om nous
figure. Father Duran, still in his twenties and perhaps twenty-five
years younger than Father Jiminez, was thin, with ascetic features and a
pal l'id conpl exi on.

The young priest appeared to be enthralled by a collection of Miji
Peri od Satsuma vases, incensers, and bowls in a |large display case at
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the far end of the office, but Hatch could not escape the feeling that
Duran was faking interest in the Japanese porcelains and was actually
furtively observing himand Lindsey where they sat side by side on a
Loui s XVI sofa.

Two nuns were present, as well, and they seenmed, to Hatch, nore
threatening than the priests. They were of an order that favored the
vol um nous, ol d-fashioned habits not seen so often these days. They
wore starched wi nples, their faces framed in ovals of white linen that
made them | ook especially severe. Sister |Immacul ata, who was in charge
of St. Thomas's Hone for Children, |ooked |ike a great black bird of
prey perched on the arnchair to the right of the sofa, and Hatch woul d
not have been surprised if she had suddenly | et out a screechy cry,
leapt into flight with a great flap of her robes, swooped around the
room and dive-bonbed himwith the intention of pecking off his nose.

Her executive assistant was a sonmewhat younger, intense nun who paced
ceasel essly and had a stare nore penetrating than a steel-cutting | aser
beam Hatch had tenporarily forgotten her nane and t hought of her as
The Nun with No Nane, because she rem nded himof dint Eastwood playing
The Man with No Nane in those old spaghetti Westerns

He was being unfair, nore than unfair, a little irrational due to a
wor | d-cl ass case of nerves. Everyone in the attorney's office was there
to help himand Lindsey. Father Jimnez, the rector of St

Thomas' s Church, who rai sed much of the annual budget of the orphanage
headed by Sister Inmacul ata, was really no nore om nous than the priest
in Going My Wy, a Latino Bing Crosby, and Father Duran seened

sweet -tenpered and shy. 1In reality, Sister Immacul ata | ooked no nore
like a bird of prey than she did a stripper, and The Nun with No Nane
had a genui ne and al nost constant smile that nore than conpensated for
what ever negative enotions one m ght choose to read into her piercing
stare.

The priests and nuns tried to keep a light conversation going; Hatch and
Li ndsey were, in fact, the ones who were too tense to be as sociable as
the situation required So nuch was at stake. That was what nade Hatch
junpy, which was unusual, because he was ordinarily the nost nell ow man
to be found outside of the third hour of a beer-drinking contest. He
wanted the neeting to go well because his and Lindsey's happiness, their
future, the success of their new life depended on itWll, that was not
true, either. That was overstating the case again.

He couldn't help it

Si nce he had been resuscitated nore than seven weeks ago, he and Lindsey
had undergone an enotional sea change together. The |ong, snothering
tide of despair, which had rolled over them upon Jimy's death, abruptly
abated. They realized they were still together only by virtue of a

medi cal miracle. Not to be thankful for that reprieve, not to fully
enjoy the borrowed time they had been given, would have nade them
ungrateful to both God and their physicians. Mre than that-it would
have been stupid. They had been right to mourn Jimry, but somewhere

al ong the way, they had allowed grief to degenerate into self-pity and
chroni c depression, which had not been right at all

they were nore stubborn than he had thought. The inportant thing was
that they had been jolted and were deternined to get on with their lives
at |ast.

To both of them getting on with I[ife nmeant having a child in the house
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again. The desire for a child was not a sentinmental attenpt to
recapture the nmood of the past, and it wasn't a neurotic need to repl ace
Jimy in order to finish getting over his death. They were just good
with kids; they liked kids; and giving of thenselves to a child was

enor nously sati sfying.

They had to adopt. That was the hitch. Lindsey's pregnancy had been
troubl ed, and her |abor had been unusually | ong and painful. Jimy's
birth was a near thing, and when at last he nmade it into the world, the
doctors informed Lindsey that she would not be capable of having any
nmore chil dren.

The Nun with No Nane stopped pacing, pulled up the vol um nous sl eeve of
her habit, and | ooked at her wistwatch. "Maybe | should go see what's
keepi ng her."

"Gve the child alittle nore tinme," Sister |mmuculata said quietly.

Wth one plump white hand, she snpothed the folds of her habit. "If you
go to check on her, she'll feel you don't trust her to be able to take
care of herself. There's nothing in the ladies' restroomthat she can't
deal with herself. | doubt she even had the need to use it. She

probably just wanted to be alone a few m nutes before the nmeeting, to
settle her nerves."

To Lindsey and Hatch, Father Jiminez said, "Sorry about the delay."
"That's okay," Hatch said, fidgeting on the sofa. "W understand.
W're alittle nervous ourselves."

Initial inquiries nade it clear that a lot-a veritable arny-of couples
were waiting for children to becone avail abl e for adoption. Sone had
been kept in suspense for two years. After being childless for five
years already, Hatch and Lindsey didn't have the patience to go on the
bottom of anyone's waiting list.

They were left with only two options, the first of which was to attenpt
to adopt a child of another race, black or Asian or Hispanic. Mst
woul d be adoptive parents were white and were waiting for a white baby
that m ght conceivably pass for their own, while countless orphans of
various mnority groups were destined for institutions and unfulfilled
dreans of being part of a famly. Skin color neant nothing to either
Hatch or Lindsey. They would have been happy with any child regardl ess
of its heritage. But in recent years, msguided do-goodismin the nane
of civil rights had led to the inposition of an array of new rul es and
regul ati ons Agenci es enforced them wi th m nd-nunbi ng exactitude. The
theory was that no child could be truly happy if raised outside of its
ethnic group, which was the kind of elitist nonsense and reverse

raci smthat sociol ogists and acadenmia fornul ated without consulting the
| onely kids they purported to protect.

The second option was to adopt a disabled child. There were far fewer

di sabl ed than m nority orphans-even including technical orphans whose
parents were alive somewhere but who'd been abandoned to the care of the
church or state because of their differentness. On the other hand,
though fewer in nunmber, they were in even | ess demand than mnority
kids. They had the trenendous advantage of being currently beyond the
interest of any pressure group eager to apply politically correct
standards to their care and handling. Sooner or later, no doubt, a

mar chi ng moron arny woul d secure the passage of |aws forbiddi ng adoption
of a greeneyed, blond, deaf child by anyone but greened, blond, deaf
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parents, but Hatch and Lindsey had the good fortune to have submitted an
application before the forces of chaos had descended.

Soneti mes, when he thought about the troubl esone bureaucrats they had
dealt with six weeks ago, when they had first decided to adopt, he
wanted to go back to those agencies and throttle the social workers who
had thwarted them just choke a little comobn sense into them And

woul dn't the expression of that desire make the good nuns and priests of
St. Thomas's Honme eager to commend one of their charges to his care

"You're still feeling well, no lasting effects fromyour ordeal, eating
wel |, sleeping well?" Father Jimnez inquired, obviously just to pass
the tine while they waited for the subject of the neeting to arrive, not
meaning to inpugn Hatch's claimto a full recovery and good heal th.

Li ndsey-by nature nore nervous than Hatch, and usually nore prone to
overreaction than he was-|eaned forward on the sofa. Just a touch
sharply, she said, "Hatch is at the top of the recovery curve for people
who' ve been resuscitated. Dr. Nyebern's ecstatic about him given him
a clean bill of health, totally clean. It was all in our application."

Trying to soften Lindsey's reaction lest the priests and nuns start to
wonder if she was protesting too nmuch, Hatch said, "I'mterrific,

really. 1'd recomrend a brief death to everyone. It relaxes you, gives
you a cal mer perspective on life."

Everyone | aughed politely.

In truth, Hatch was in excellent health. During the four days follow ng
reani mati on, he had suffered weakness, dizziness, nausea, |ethargy, and

sonme nenory | apses. But his strength, nmenory, and intellectua

functions returned one hundred percent. He had been back to nornal for

al nost seven weeks.

Jimnez's casual reference to sleeping habits had rattled Hatch a
little, which was probably what had al so put Lindsey on edge. He had
not been fully honest when he had inplied he was sl eeping well, but his
strange dreans and the curious enotional effects they had on himwere
not serious, hardly worth mentioning, so he did not feel that he had
actually lied to the priest.

They were so close to getting their newlife started that he did not
want to say the wong thing and cause any delays. Though Catholic
adoption services took considerable care in the placenent of children,
they were not pointlessly slow and obstructive, as were public agencies,
especi ally when the woul d-be adopters were solid nenbers of the
community |like Hatch and Li ndsey, and when t he adoptee was a di sabl ed
child with no option except continued institutionalization

The future could begin for themthis week, as long as they gave the
folks fromSt. Thonas's, who were already on their side, no reason to
reconsi der.

Hatch was a little surprised by the piquancy of his desire to be a
father again. He felt as if he had been only half-alive, at best,

during the past five years. Now suddenly all the unused energies of

that hal f-decade fl ooded into him overchargi ng him making colors nore
vi brant and sounds nore nel odi ous and feelings nore intense, filling him
with a passion to go, do, see, live. And be sonebody's dad again.

"I was wondering if | could ask you sonething," Father Duran said to
Hatch, turning away fromthe Satsuma collection. H's wan conpl exion and
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sharp features were enlivened by owish eyes, full of warnth and
intelligence, enlarged by thick glasses. "It's a little personal, which
is why | hesitate."

"Ch, sure, anything," Hatch said.

The young priest said, "Sone people who' ve been clinically dead for
short periods of tine, a mnute or two, report ... well ... a certain
simlar experience...

"A sense of rushing through a tunnel with an awesone |ight at the far
end," Hatch said, "a feeling of great peace, of going hone at |ast?"

"Yes," Duran said, his pale face brightening. "That's what | meant
exactly."

Fat her Jimnez and the nuns were | ooking at Hatch with new interest, and
he wi shed he could tell themwhat they wanted to hear. He gl anced at

Li ndsey on the sofa beside him then around at the assenbl age, and said,
"I"'msorry, but | didn't have the experience so nany peopl e have
reported.”

Fat her Duran's thin shoul ders sagged a little. "Then what did you
experience?"

Hat ch shook his head. "Nothing. | wish |l had. It would be ..
conforting, wouldn't it? But in that sense, | guess | had a boring
death. | don't renenber anything whatsoever fromthe tine I was knocked
out when the car rolled over until | woke up hours later in a hospita
bed, | ooking at rain beating on a wi ndowpanee-" He was interrupted by
the arrival of Salvatore Gujilio in whose office they were waiting.
@Qujilio, a huge man, heavy and tall, swi nging the door wi de and entered

as he always did-taking big strides instead of ordinary steps, closing

the door behind himin a grand sweeping gesture. Wth the unstoppable

determnation of a force of nature-rather like a disciplined tornado-he
swept around the room greeting them one by one.

Hat ch woul d not have been surprised to see furniture spun aloft and
artwork flung off walls as the attorney passed, for he seened to radiate
enough energy to levitate anything within his i medi ate sphere of

i nfl uence.

Keeping up a continuous line of patter, Qujilio gave Jim nez a bear hug,
shook hands vigorously with Duran, and bowed to each of the nuns with
the sincerity of a passionate monarchist greeting nenbers of the roya
famly. @uijilio bonded with people as quickly as one piece of pottery
to anot her under the influence of super glue, and by their second
meeting he'd greeted and said goodbye to Lindsey with a hug.

She |liked the man and didn't mnd the hugging, but as she had told
Hatch, she felt like a very small child enbracing a sunmb westler. "He
lifts me off nmy feet, for God' s sake," she'd said. Now she stayed on
the sofa instead of rising, and nerely shook hands with the attorney.

Hatch rose and extended his right hand, prepared to see it engulfed as
if it were a speck of food in a culture dish filled with hungry anoebas,
whi ch is exactly what happened. Gujilio, as always, took Hatch's hand
in both of his, and since each of his mtts was half-again the size of
any ordinary man's, it wasn't so nmuch a matter of shaking as being
shaken.

"VWhat a wonderful day," GQujilio said, "a special day. | hope for
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everyone's sake it goes as snmooth as gl ass."

The attorney donated a certain nunber of hours a week to St. Thomas's
church and the orphanage. He appeared to take great satisfaction in
connecting adoptive parents wth disabled kids.

"Regina's on her way fromthe ladies," @Qjilio told them "She stopped
to chat a nmonent with nmy receptionist, that's all. She's nervous,

think, trying to delay a little longer until she has her courage screwed
up as far as it'll go. She'll be here in a nonent."

Hat ch | ooked at Lindsey. She smiled nervously and took his hand.

"Now, you understand," Salvatore Gujilio said, |oom ng over themlike
one of those giant balloons in a Macy's Thanksgi ving Day parade, "that
the point of this meeting is for you to get to know Regi na and for her
to get to know you. Nobody makes a decision right here, today. You go
away, think about it, and let us know tonorrow or the day after whether
this is the one. The sane goes for Regina. She has a day to think
about it."

"It's a big step," Father Jim nez said.

"An enornmous step," Sister |mmacul ata concurred.

Squeezi ng Hatch's hand, Lindsey said, "W understand."

The Nun with No Nane went to the door, opened it, and peered down the
hal | way. Evidently Regina was not in sight.

Roundi ng his desk, @ujilio said, "She's coning, |I'msure."

The attorney settled his considerable bulk into the executive office
chair beside his desk, but because he was six-feet-five, he seened

al most as tall seated as standing. The office was furnished entirely
with antiques, and the desk was actually a Napoleon IIl table so fine
that Hatch wi shed he had sonething like it in the front wi ndow of his
shop. Banded by ornolu, the exotic woods of the marquetry top depicted
a central cartouche with a detail ed musical trophy over a conforning
frieze of stylized foliage. The whole was raised on circular legs with
a can thus-leaf ornolu joined by a convoluted X stretcher centered with
an ornmolu urn finial, on toupie feet. At every neeting, Qujilio' s size
and dangerous | evels of kinetic energy room saying, "Here she cones,"
as if she didn't want Regina to think she had been | ooking for her.

The sound cane again. Then again. And again.
It was rhythm cal and getting | ouder

Thud- Thud.

Li ndsey's hand tightened on Hatch's.

Thud Thud!

Soneone seened to be keeping tinme to an unheard tune by rapping a | ead
pi pe agai nst the hardwood fl oor of the hallway beyond the door.

Puszl ed, Hatch | ooked at Father Jim nez, who was staring at the floor,
shaki ng his head, his state of mnd not easy to read. As the sound grew
| ouder and cl oser, Father Duran stared at the hal f-open hall door with
astoni shrent, as did The Nun with No Nane. Salvatore Gujilio rose from
his chair, |ooking alarnmed. Sister Immaculata's pleasantly ruddy cheeks
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were now as white as the linen band that framed her face.
Hat ch becane aware of a softer scraping between each of the hard sounds.
Thud! Sccccuuuurrrr... Thud! Sccccuuuurrrr.

As the sounds grew nearer, their effect rapidly increased, until Hatch's
mnd was filled with images froma hundred old horror films: the-thing
fromout of the-lagoon hitching crablike toward its prey; the-thing-from
out-of-the-crypt shuffling al ong a graveyard path under a gi bbous noon;
the-thi ng-fromanot her-world propelling itself on God-knows-what sort of
arachnoi d-reptilian-horned feet.

THUD!

The wi ndows seemed to rattle.
O was that his imagination?
Sccccuuuurrrr.

A shiver went up his spine.
THUD!

He | ooked around at the alarnmed attorney, the head-shaking priest, the
wi de- eyed younger priest, the two pale nuns, then quickly back at the
hal f - pen door, wondering just exactly what sort of disability this child
had been born with, half expecting a startlingly tall and tw sted figure
to froma laboratory where the scientists are doing sonme really
interesting genetic research. A shadow tilted across the threshold.

Hatch realized that Lindsey's grip on his hand had becone downri ght
pai nful. And his palmwas danp with sweat.

The weird sounds stopped. A hush of expectation had fallen over the
room

Slowmy the door to the hall was pushed all the way open

Regi na took a single step inside. She dragged her right leg as if it
were a dead weight: sccccuuuurrrr. Then she slammed it down: THUD!

She stopped to | ook around at everyone. Challengingly.

Hatch found it difficult to believe that she had been the source of al
that omi nous noise. She was small for a ten-year-old girl, a bit
shorter and nore slender than the average kid her age. Her freckles,
pert nose, and beautiful deep-auburn hair thoroughly disqualified her
for the role of the-thing-fromthe-Ilagoon or any other shudder-nmaki ng
creature, although there was sonmething in her solem gray eyes that
Hatch did not expect to see in the eyes of a child. An adult awareness.
A hei ghtened perceptivity. But for those eyes and an aura of iron
determnation, the girl seened fragile, alnost frighteningly delicate
and vul nerabl e.

Hatch was rem nded of an exquisite 18th-century Mandarin-pattern
Chi nese-inport porcelain bow currently for sale in his Laguna Beach
shop.

It rang as sweetly as any bell when pinged with one finger, raising the
expectation that it would shatter into thousands of pieces if struck
hard or dropped. But when you studied the bow as it stood on an
acrylic display base, the hand-painted tenple and garden scenes
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portrayed on its sides and the floral designs on its inner rimwere of
such high quality and possessed such power that you becane acutely aware
of the piece's age, the weight of the history behind it. And you were
soon convinced, in spite of its appearance, that it woul d bounce when
dropped, cracking whatever surface it struck but sustaining not even a
small chip itself.

Awar e that the nonent was hers and hers al one, Regina hitched toward the
sof a where Hatch and Lindsey waited, making | ess noise as she |inped off
t he hardwood fl oor onto the antique Persian carpet. She was wearing a
white bl ouse, a Kelly-green skirt that fell two inches above her knees,
green kneesocks, black shoes-and on her right leg a nmetal brace that
extended fromthe ankle to above the knee and | ooked |ike a nedi eva
torture device. Her linmp was so pronounced that she rocked fromside to
side at the hips with each step, as if in danger of toppling over

Sister Immcul ata rose fromher arncthair, scowing at Regina in

di sapproval . "Exactly what is the reason for these theatrics, young
| ady?"
Ignoring the true neaning of the nun's question, the girl said, "I'm

sorry I'mso late, Sister. But sone days it's harder for ne than
others." Before the nun could respond, the girl turned to Hatch and
Li ndsey, who had stopped hol di ng hands and had risen fromthe sofa.

"H, I'"'mRegina. |I'ma cripple.”

She reached out in greeting. Hatch reached out, too, before he realized
that her right armand hand were not well forned. The arm was al nost
normal, just a little thinner than her left, until it got to the wist,
where the bones took an odd twist. |Instead of a full hand, she
possessed just two fingers and the stub of a thunb that all seened to
have limted flexibility.

Shaki ng hands with the girl felt strange distinctly strange but not
unpl easant .

Her gray eyes were fixed intently on his eyes. Trying to read his
reaction.

He knew at once that it would be inpossible ever to conceal true
feelings fromher, and he was relieved that he had not been in the |east
repell ed by her deformty.

"I'"'mso happy to neet you, Regina," he said. "I'mHatch Harrison, and
this is ny wife, Lindsey."

The girl turned to Lindsey and shook hands with her, as well, saying,
"Well, | know I'm a disappointnent. You child-starved wonen usually
pref er babi es young enough to cuddl e-" The Nun with No Nane gasped in
shock. "Regina, really!"

Sister Immacul ata | ooked too apoplectic to speak, |ike a penguin that
had frozen solid, nouth agape and eyes bulging in protest, hit by an
arctic chill too cold even for Antarctic birds to survive

Approaching fromthe wi ndows, Father Jimnez said, "M. and Ms.
Harrison, | apol ogize for-"

"No need to apol ogize for anything," Lindsey said quickly, evidently
sensing, as Hatch did, that the girl was testing themand that to have
any hope of passing the test, they nmust not let thensel ves be coopted
into an adul ts-agai nst-the-kid division of synpathies.
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Regi na hopped-squi rnmed-wiggled into the second arnchair, and Hatch was
fairly certain she was maki ng herself appear a | ot nore awkward than she
really was.

The Nun with No Nanme gently touched Sister |Immacul ata on the shoul der,
and the ol der nun eased back into her chair, still with the
frozen-penguin | ook. The two priests brought the client chairs fromin
front of the attorney's desk, and the younger nun pulled up a side chair

froma corner, so they could all join the group. Hatch realized he was
the only one still standing. He sat on the sofa beside Lindsey again.
Now t hat everyone had arrived, Salvatore Qujilio insisted on serving

ref reshi nent Pepsi, ginger ale, or Perrier-which he did without calling
for the assistance of his secretary, fetching everything froma wet bar
di screetly tucked i nto one mahogany-panel ed corner of the genteel once.

As the attorney bustled about, quiet and quick in spite of his

i mrensity, never crashing into a piece of furniture or knocking over a
vase, never coning even close to obliterating one of the two Tiffany

| anps with hand-bl own trunpet-flower shades, Hatch realized that the big
man was no | onger an overpowering figure, no longer the inevitable
center of attention: he could not conpete with the girl, who was
probably | ess than one-fourth his size.

"Wl l," Regina said to Hatch and Lindsey, as she accepted a gl ass of
Pepsi from@ijilio, holding it in her left hand, the good one, "you cane
here to learn all about me, so | guess |I should tell you about nyself.
First thing, of course, is that I'ma cripple.” She tilted her head and
| ooked at them quizzically. "Did you know | was a cripple?”

"W do now," Lindsey said.

"But | mean before you cane."

"W knew you had sone sort of problem™" Hatch said.
"Mut ant genes," Regina said.

Father Jinminez let out a heavy sigh

Sister |Immacul ata seemed about to say sonething, glanced at Hatch and
Li ndsey, then decided to remain silent.

"My parents were dope fiends," the girl said

"Regina!" The Nun with No Name protested. "You don't know that for
sure, you don't know any such a thing."

"Well, but it figures,” the girl said. "For at |east twenty years now,
illegal drugs have been the cause of nost birth defects. Did you know
t hat ?

|l read it in a book. | read a lot. |'mbook crazy. | don't want to
say |'ma bookworm That sounds icky, don't you think? But if |I were a
worm |1'd rather be curled up in a book than in any apple. 1It's good

for a crippled kid to Ii ke books, because they won't let you do the
things ordinary people do, even if you're pretty sure you can do them
so books are like having a whole other life. | |like adventure stories
where they go to the north pole or Mars or New York or sonewhere. |

i ke good nysteries, too, nost anything by Agatha Christie, but I
especially like stories about animals, and nobst especially about talking
animals like in The Wnd in the WII ows.
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I had a talking animal once. It was just a goldfish, and of course it
was really ne not the fish who tal ked, because | read this book on
ventriloquismand learned to throw nmy voice, which is neat. So I'd sit
across the roomand throw ny voice into the goldfish bow." She began to
tal k squeakily, w thout noving her lips, and the voice seened to come
out of The Nun with No Nanme: "Hi, ny nanme's Binky the Fish, and if you

try to put ne in a sandwich and eat nme, 1'll shit on the mayonnai se.
"She returned to her normal voice and tal ked right over the flurry of
reactions fromthe religiosities around her. "There you have another

problemwith cripples like me. W tend to be smart-nouthed sonetines
because we know nobody has the guts to whack us on the ass.”

Sister Immcul ata | ooked as if she might have the guts, but in fact al
she did was nmunbl e sonet hing about no TV privileges for a week.

Hat ch, who had found the nun as frightening as a pterodactyl when he'd
first met her, was not inpressed by her glower now, even though it was
so intense that he registered it with his peripheral vision. He could
not take his eyes off the girl.

Regi na went blithely on w thout pause: "Besides being smart-nout hed
someti nmes, what you should know about nme is, I'mso clunmsy, hitching
around |ike Long John Silver now there was a good book-that 1"l
probably break everything of value in your house. Never neaning to, of

course. It'll be a regular destruction derby. Do you have the patience
for that? 1'd hate to be beaten sensel ess and | ocked in the attic just
because I'm a poor crippled girl who can't always control herself. This
|l eg doesn't |ook so bad, really, and if | keep exercising it, | think

it's going to turn out pretty enough, but | don't really have nuch
strength init, and I don't feel too dammed much in it, either." She
ball ed up her deformed right hand and smacked it so hard agai nst the
thigh of her right leg that she startled Gujilio, who was trying to
convey a ginger ale into the hand of the younger priest, who was staring
at the girl as if mesmerized. She smacked hersel f again, so hard that
Hatch wi nced, and she said, "You see? Dead neat.

Speaking of neat, |I'malso a fussy eater. | sinply can't stomach dead
meat. Ch, | don't nean | eat live animals. Wat | amis, I'ma
vegetari an, which makes things harder for you, even supposing you didn't
mnd that 1'mnot a cuddly baby you can dress up cute. M only virtue
is that I'mvery bright, practically a genius. But even that's a
drawback as far as sone people are concerned. |'msnmart beyond ny
years, so | don't act much like a child-"

"You're certainly acting |like one now," Sister |mmuaculata said, and
seened pl eased at getting in that zinger

But Regina ignored it: "-and what you want, after all, is a child, a
preci ous and ignorant blob, so you can show her the world, have the fun
of watching her learn and bl ossom whereas | have al ready done a | ot of
my bl ossoming. Intellectual blossoming, that is. | still don't have
boobs.

I"malso bored by TV, which neans | wouldn't be able to joininajolly
famly evening around the tube, and I'"'mallergic to cats in case you've
got one, and |'m opini onated, which sone people find infuriating in a
ten-year-old girl." She paused, sipped her Pepsi, and sniled at them

"Ther e.

I think that pretty much covers it."
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"She's never like this," Father Jimnez nunbled, nore to hinmself or to
CGod than to Hatch and Lindsey. He tossed back half of his Perrier as if
chuggi ng hard i quor.

Hatch turned to Lindsey. Her eyes were a little glazed. She didn't
seemto know what to say, so he returned his attention to the girl. "I
suppose it's only fair if | tell you sonething about us."

Putting aside her drink and starting to get up, Sister |Immacul ata said,
"Really, M. Harrison, you don't have to put yourself through-"
Politely waving the nun back into her seat, Hatch said, "No, no. |It's
all right. Regina's alittle nervous-"

"Not particularly,” Regina said.

"Of course, you are," Hatch said.

"No, |'mnot."

"Alittle nervous," Hatch insisted, 'just as Lindsey and | are. It's
okay."

He smiled at the girl as winningly as he could. "Well, let's see ....

I"ve had a lifelong interest in antiques, an affection for things that
endure and have real character about them and | have ny own antique
shop with two enpl oyees. That's how!| earn nmy living. | don't |ike

tel evision nuch nyself or-"Wat kind of a name is Hatch?" the girl
interrupted. She giggled as if to inply that it was too funny to be the
nane of anyone except, perhaps, a tal king gol dfish

"My full first nane is Hatchford."
"It's still funny."

"Blane my nother," Hatch said. "She always thought nmy dad was going to
make a | ot of noney and nove us up in society, and she thought Hatchford
sounded like a really upper-crust name: Hatchford Benjamin Harrison. The
only thing that woul d've made it a better nanme in her mind was if it was
Hat chf ord Benj ami n Rockefeller."

"Did he?" the girl asked.
"Who he, did what?"
"Did your father nake a | ot of noney?"

Hatch wi nked broadly at Lindsey and said, "Looks |like we have a gold
di gger on our hands."

"If you were rich," the girl said, "of course, that would be a
consi deration."

Sister Immcul ata et a hiss of air escape between her teeth, and The
Nun with No Nanme | eaned back in her chair and closed her eyes with an
expression of resignation. Father Jiminez got up and, waving Gujilio
away, went to the wet bar to get sonething stronger than Perrier, Pepsi,
or ginger ale. Because neither Hatch nor Lindsey seened obviously

of fended by the girls behavior, none of the others felt authorized to
terminate the interview or even further reprinmand the child.

"I"'mafraid we're not rich," Hatch told her. "Confortable, yes. W
don't want for anything. But we don't drive a Rolls-Royce, and we don't
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wear caviar pajanas."

A flicker of genuine amusenent crossed the girls face, but she quickly
suppressed it. She | ooked at Lindsey and said, "Wat about you?"

Li ndsey blinked. She cleared her throat. "Uh, well, I"'man artist. A
pai nter."

"Li ke Picasso?"

"Not that style, no, but an artist like him yes."

"l saw a picture once of a bunch of dogs playing poker," the girl said.
"Did you paint that?"

Li ndsey said, "No, |'mafraid | didn't."

"Good. It was stupid. | saw a picture once of a bull and a
bull fighter, it was on velvet, very bright colors. Do you paint in very
bright colors on velvet?"

"No," Lindsey said. "But if you like that sort of thing, | could paint
any scene you wanted on velvet for your room"

Regi na crinkled up her face. "Puli-lecese. 1'd rather put a dead cat
on the wall."

Not hing surprised the folks fromSt. Thomas's any nore. The younger
priest actually smled, and Sister Inmacul ata nurnured "dead cat," not

I n exasperation but as if agreeing that such a bit of nmacabre decoration
woul d, indeed, be preferable to a painting on velvet.

"My style," Lindsey said, eager to rescue her reputation after offering
to paint sonething so tacky, "is generally described as a bl endi ng of
neocl assicismand surrealism | know that's quite a big nouthful"

"Well, it's not ny favorite sort of thing," Regina said, as if she had a
hoot-ow 's idea in hell what those styles were |ike and what a bl end of
them mi ght resenble. "If |I came to live with you, and if | had a room
of my own, you wouldn't make me hang a | ot of your paintings on ny
wal | s, woul d you?" The "your" was enphasized in such a way as to inply
that she still preferred a dead cat even if velvet was not invol ved.

"Not a one," Lindsey assured her
" CGood. "

"Do you think you might like living with us?" Lindsey asked, and Hatch
wonder ed whet her that prospect excited or terrified her.

Abruptly the girl struggled up fromthe chair, wobbling as she reached
her feet, as if she might topple headfirst into the coffee table.

Hatch rose, ready to grab her, even though he suspected it was all part
of the act.

When she regai ned her bal ance, she put down her glass, fromwhich she'd

drunk all the Pepsi, and she said, "lI've got to go pee, |'ve got a weak
bl adder. Part of my mutant genes. | can never hold nyself. Half the
time | feel like I'"'mgoing to burst in the nost enbarrassi ng pl aces,

like right here in M. Qijilio s office, which is another thing you
shoul d probably consider before taking me into your home. You probably
have a |l ot of nice things, being in the antiques and art business, nice
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things you woul dn't want nessed up, and here | amlurching into
everything and breaking it or, worse, | get a bursting bl adder attack
all over sonething pricel ess.

Then you'd ship me back to the orphanage, and |1'd be so emptional about
it, I'd clunmp up to the roof and throw myself off, a nost tragic
sui ci de, which none of us really would want to see happen. N ce neeting
you. "

She turned and wrenched herself across the Persian carpet and out of the
roomin that nost unlikely gaitsccccuuuurrrr... THUD! -which no doubt
sprang fromthe sane well of talent out of which she had drawn her

gol dfish ventril oquism Her deep-auburn hair swayed and glinted like
fire.

They all stood in silence, listening to the girls slowy fading
f oot st eps.

At one point, she bunped against the wall with a solid thunk! that nust
have hurt, then bravely scrape-thudded onward.

"She does not have a weak bl adder," Father Jimnez said, taking a
swal l ow froma glassful of anmber liquid. He seened to be drinking
bourbon now. "That is not part of her disability."

"She's not really like that," Father Duran said, blinking his owish
eyes

as if snmoke had gotten in them "She's a delightful child. | know
that's hard for you to believe right now'

"And she can wal k much better than that, i measurably better," said The
Nun with No Name. "I don't know what's gotten into her."

"l do," Sister Immacul ata said. She wi ped one hand wearily down her
face. Her eyes were sad. "Two years ago, when she was ei ght, we
managed to place her with adoptive parents. A couple in their thirties
who were told they could never have children of their own. They

convi nced thensel ves that a disabled child woul d be a speci al bl essing.

Then, two weeks after Regina went to live with them while they were in
the pre-adoption trial phase, the worman becane pregnant. Suddenly they
were going to have their own child, after all, and the adoption didn't
seem so w se."

"And they just brought Regi na back?" Lindsey asked. "Just dunped her at
the orphanage? How terrible.”

"I can't judge them" Sister Inmacul ata said. "They may have felt they
didn't have enough love for a child of their own and poor Regina, too,
in which case they did the right thing. Regina doesn't deserve to be
raised in a home where every mnute of every day she knows she's second
best, second in |Iove, sonething of an outsider. Anyway, she was broken
up by the rejection. She took a long tinme to get her sel fconfidence
back. And now | think she doesn't want to take another risk."

They stood in silence.

The sun was very bright beyond the wi ndows. The palmtrees swayed | acy.
Between the trees lay glinpses of Fashion Island, the Newport Beach
shoppi ng center and busi ness conmplex at the perineter of which Qujilio's
of fice was | ocated

"Sonmetinmes, with the sensitive ones, a bad experience ruins any chance
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for them They refuse to try again. |'mafraid our Regina is one of
t hose.

She came in here determined to alienate you and weck the interview, and
she succeeded in singular style.”

"It's |like sonebody who's been in prison all his life," said Father
Jimnez, "gets paroled, is all excited at first, then finds he can't
make it on the outside. So he conmits a crime just to get back in.

The institution mght be Iimting, unsatisfying-but it's known, it's
safe."

Sal vatore GQujilio bustled around, relieving people of their enpty
gl asses. He was still an enornobus nan by any standard, but even with
Regi na gone fromthe room Gujilio no longer domnated it as he had done

before. He had been forever dinnished by that single conparison with
the delicate, pert-nosed, gray-eyed child.

"I"'mso sorry," Sister Immaculata said, putting a consoling hand on
Li ndsey's shoulder. "We'Ill try again, ny dear. W'Il|l go back to square
one and match you up with another child, the perfect child this tine."

2

Li ndsey and Hatch left Salvatore Gujilio's office at ten past three that
Thursday afternoon. They had agreed not to tal k about the interview
until dinner, giving thenselves time to contenplate the encounter and
examine their reactions to it. Neither wanted to nake a decision based
on enotion, or neuance the other to act on initial inpression-then |live
to regret it.

of course, they had never expected the neeting to progress renotely
along the lines it had gone. Lindsey was eager to talk about it. She
assuned that their decision was al ready nade, had been made for them by
the girl, and that there was no point in further contenplation. But
they had agreed to wait, and Hatch did not seem di sposed to violate that
agreenent, so she kept her nouth shut as well.

She drove their new sporty-red Mtsubishi. Hatch sat in the passenger
seat with his shades on, one arm out his open w ndow, tapping tine

agai nst the side of the car as he listened to golden oldie rock-'n'-rol
on the radio. "Please Mster Postman" by the Marvel ettes.

She passed the last of the giant date pal ns al ong Newport Center Drive
and turned left onto Pacific Coast H ghway, past vinevered walls, and
headed south. The late-April day was warm but not hot, w th one of
those intensely blue skies that, toward sunset, would acquire an

el ectric |lum nescence remniniscent of skies in Maxfield Parrish

pai ntings. Traffic was |light on the Coast H ghway, and the ocean
glimered like a great swatch of silver- and gol d-sequi ned cl oth.

A qui et exuberance Bowed through Lindsey, as it had done for seven
weeks. It was exhilaration over just being alive, which was in every
child but which nost adults |ost during the process of grow ng up.

She'd lost it, too, without realizing. A close encounter with death was
just the thing to give you back the joie vivre of extreme youth.

More than two Boors bel ow Hel I, naked beneath a bl anket on his stained
and saggi ng mattress, Vassago passed the daylight hours in sleep. His
slumber was usually filled with dreams of violated flesh and shattered
bone, blood and bile, vistas of human skulls. Sonetinmes he dreanmed of
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dying nultitudes withing in agony on barren ground beneath a bl ack sky,
and he wal ked anmong them as a prince of Hell anbng the common rabbl e of
t he dammed.

The dreans that occupied himon that day, however, were strange and
remarkabl e for their ordinariness. A dark-haired, dark-eyed woman in a
cherry-red car, viewed fromthe perspective of an unseen man in the
passenger seat beside her. Palmtrees. Red bougainvillea. The ocean
spangled with |ight.

Harrison's Antiques was at the south end of Laguna Beach, on Pacific
Coast Highway. It was in a stylish two-story Art Deco building that
contrasted interestingly with the 18th- and 19t h-century nerchandi se in
the big display w ndows.

d enda Dockridge, Hatch's assistant and the store manager, was hel ping
Lew Booner, their general handynman, with the dusting. In a large
antique store, dusting was akin to the painting of the Gol den Gate

Bri dge: once you reached the far end, it was tine to cone back to the
begi nning and start all over again. denda was in a great nood because
she had sold a Napol eon Il ornolu-munted bl ack-1acquered cabinet with
Japanned panels and to the sane custoner, a 19th century Italian

pol ygonaf, tilt top table with elaborate nmarquetry inlay. They were
excel l ent sal es-especially considering that she worked on sal ary agai nst
a conmi ssi on.

Wil e Hatch | ooked through the day's nmail, attended to sone
correspondence, and exam ned a pair of 18th century rosewood pal ace
pedestals with inlaid jade dragons that had arrived froma scout in Hong
Kong, Lindsey hel ped denda and Lew with the dusting. In her new frame
of mind, even that chore was a pleasure. It gave her a chance to
appreciate the details of the antiques-the turn of a linial on a bronze
| anp, the carving on a table leg, the delicately pierced and

hand-fini shed rins on a set of 18th century English porcel ains.

Contenpl ating the history and cul tural neaning of each piece as she
happily dusted it, she realized that her new attitude had a distinctly
Zen quality.

At twilight, sensing the approach of night, Vassago woke and sat up in
the approxi mation of a grave that was his honme. He was filled with a
hunger for death and a need to Kkill

The | ast image he remenbered from his dream was of the woman fromthe
red car. She was not in the car any nore, but in a chanber he coul d not
quite see, standing in front of a Chinese screen, wiping it with a white
cloth. She turned, as if he had spoken to her, and she sml ed.

Her smle was so radiant, so full of life, that Vassago wanted to snmash
her face in with a hanmer, break out her teeth, shatter her jaw bones,
make it inpossible for her to smle ever again.

He had dreamed of her two or three tinmes over the past several weeks.

The first time she had been in a wheel chair, weeping and | aughi ng
si mul t aneousl y.

Agai n, he searched his nmenory, but he could not recall her face anong
those he had ever seen outside of dreans. He wondered who she was and
why she visited hi mwhen he slept.

Qutside, night fell. He sensed it coning down. A great black drape
that gave the world a preview of death at the end of every bright and
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shi ni ng day.
He dressed and | eft his hideaway.

By seven o' clock that early-spring night, Lindsey and Hatch were at
Zov's, a small but busy restaurant in Tustin. The decor was mainly

bl ack and white, with lots of big windows and mrrors. The staff,
unfailingly friendly and efficient, were dressed in black and white to
compl enent the long room The food they served was such a perfect
sensual experience that the monochromatic bistro seemed abl aze with
col or.

The noi se | evel was congeni al rather than annoying. They did not have
to raise their voices to hear each other, and felt as if the background
buzz provided a screen of privacy fromnearby tables. Through the first
two courseal amari; bl ack-bean southey spoke of trivial things.

But when the nmain course was served-swordfish for both of themLindsey
could no | onger contain herself.

She said, "Okay, all right, we've had all day to brood about it. W
haven't col ored each other's opinions. So what do you think of Regina?"

"What do you think of Regina?"

"You first." nment were brighter and bol der than things were supposed to
be inreal life.

She had hoped for just that reaction fromhim but she hadn't known what
he woul d say, really hadn't had a clue, because the neeting had been ..
wel |, one apt word woul d be "daunting."

"Ch, God, | love her," Lindsey said. "She's so sweet."

"She's a tough cookie."

"That's an act."

"She was putting on an act for us, yeah, but she's tough just the sane.
She's had to be tough. Life didn't give her a choice."

"But it's a good tough."

"It's a great tough,"” he agreed. "lI'mnot saying it put nme off. |
admred it, | loved her."

"She's so bright."

"Struggling so hard to make herself unappealing," Hatch said, "and that
only made her nore appealing.”

"The poor kid. Afraid of being rejected again, so she took the
of fensive. "

"When | heard her coming down the hall, | thought it was-"
"Godzillal"

Li ndsey sai d.

"At least. And how d you like Binky the talking gol dfish?"

"Shit on the mayonnai se!" Lindsey said.
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They bot h | aughed, and people around themturned to | ook, either because
of their laughter or because some of what Lindsey said was overheard,
whi ch only nade them | augh harder.

"She's going to be a handful," Hatch said.
"She'll be a dream”
"Not hi ng' s that easy.
"She will be."
"One problem"”

"What's that?"

He hesitated. "What if she doesn't want to cone with us?"
Li ndsey's snmile froze. "She will. She'll conme."
"Maybe not."

"Don't be negative."
"I"'monly saying we've got to be prepared for disappointnent."

Li ndsey shook her head adamantly. "No. |It's going to work out. It has
to. W' ve had nore than our share of bad luck, bad tinmes. W deserve
better. The wheel has turned. W're going to put a famly together
agai n.

Life is golng to be good, it's going to be so line. The worst is behind
us now. "

3
That Thursday ni ght, Vassago enjoyed the conveni ences of a notel room

Usual | y he used one of the fields behind the abandoned anusenent park as
a toilet. He also washed each evening with bottled water and liquid
soap. He shaved with a straight razor, an aerosol can of lather, and a
pi ece of a broken mrror that he had found in a corner of the park.

Wien rain fell at night, he liked to bathe in the open, letting the
downpour sluice over him If |ightning acconpanied the storm he sought
the hi ghest point on the paved m dway, hoping that he was about to
receive the grace of Satan and be recalled to the land of the dead by
one scintillant bolt of electricity. But the rainy season in southern
California was over now, and nost |ikely would not come around again
until Decenber. |If he earned his way back into the fold of the dead and
dammed before then, the neans of his deliverance fromthe hateful world
of the living would be sonme other force than |ightning.

Once a week, sonetines twice, he rented a notel roomto use the shower
and nmake a better job of grooming than he could in the primtive
conditions of his hideaway, though not because hygi ene was inportant to
hi m

Filth had its powerful attractions. The air and water of Hades, to
which he longed to return, were filth of ate variety. But if he was to
nmove anong the living and prey upon them building the collection that

m ght win himreadm ssion to the real mof the damed, there were certain
conventions that had to be followed in order not to draw undue attention

file:/l/G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Hideaway.txt (79 of 246) [2/9/2004 10:01:14 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Hideaway.txt
to hinself. Among themwas a certain degree of cleanliness.

Vassago al ways used the sane notel, the Blue Skies, a seedy hole toward
the southern end of Santa Ana, where the unshaven desk clerk accepted
only cash, asked for no identification, and never booked guests in few
men who did not check in with a whore in tow. He stayed only an hour or
two, however, which was in keeping with the duration of the average
custoner's use of the acconmpdations, and he was all owed the same
anonymity as those who, grunting and sweating, noisily rocked the
headboards of their beds against the walls in roons adjoining his.

He coul d not have lived there full time, if only because his awareness
of the frenzied coupling of the sluts and their johns filled himwth
anger, ahxiety, and nausea at the urgent needs and frenetic rhythns of
the living.

The atnosphere made it difficult to think clearly and inpossible to
rest, even though the perversion and denentia of the place was the very
thing in which he had revel ed when he had been one of the fully alive.

No ot her notel or boardi ng house woul d have been safe. They woul d have
wanted identification. Besides, he could pass anpbng the living as one
of themonly as long as their contact with himwas casual. Any notel
clerk or landlord who took a deeper interest in his character and
encountered himrepeatedly woul d soon realize that he was different from
themin some indefinable yet deeply disturbing way.

Anyway, to avoid drawing attention to hinself, he preferred the
amusenent park as primary quarters. The authorities |ooking for him
would be less likely to find himthere than anywhere el se. Mbst
important, the park offered solitude, graveyard stillness, and regions
of perfect darkness to which he could escape during daylight hours when
his sensitive eyes could not tolerate the insistent brightness of the
sun.

Motels were tol erabl e only between dusk and dawn.

That pl easantly warm Thursday ni ght, when he canme out of the Blue Skies
Motel office with his roomkey, he noticed a fanmiliar Pontiac parked in
shadows at the back of the |lot, beyond the end unit, not nose-in to the
motel but facing the office. The car had been there on Sunday, the |ast
ti me Vassago had used the Blue Skies. A man was sl unped behind the
wheel, as if sleeping or just passing tine while he waited for someone
to nmeet him

He had been there Sunday night, features veiled by the night and the
haze of reflected |ight on his w ndshi el d.

Vassago drove the Camaro to unit six, about in the niddl e of the |ong
arm of the L-shaped structure, parked in front, and let hinmself into his
room He carried only a change of clothes-all black like the clothes he
was weari ng.

Inside the room he did not turn on the light. He never did.

For a while he stood with his back agai nst the door, thinking about the
Pontiac and the man behind the steering wheel. He might have been just
a drug deal er working out of his car. The nunber of dealers crawing

t he nei ghbor hood was even greater than the nunber of cockroaches
swarnmng inside the walls of that decaying notel. But where were his
custoners with their quick nervous eyes and greasy wads of noney?

Vassago dropped his clothes on the bed, put his sunglasses in his jacket
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pocket, and went into the small bathroom It snelled of hastily sl oshed
di sinfectant that could not mask a nel ange of vile biol ogical odors.

A rectangl e of pale light marked a wi ndow above the back wall of the
shower. Sliding open the glass door, which nmade a scraping noise as it
moved al ong the corroded track, he stepped into the stall. [If the

wi ndow had been hxed, or if it had been divided vertically into two
panes, he woul d have been foiled. But it swung outward fromthe top on
rusted hinges. He gripped the sill above his head, pulled hinself

t hrough the wi ndow, and wiggled out into the service alley behind the
not el .

He paused to put on his sungl asses again. A nearby sodi um vapor
streetlanp cast a urine-yellow glare that scratched |ike w ndbl own sand
at his eyes. The glasses nellowed it to a nuddy anber and clarified his
vi si on.

He went right, all the way to the end of the block, turned right on the
side street, then right again at the next corner, circling the notel.

He slipped around the end of the short wing of the L-shaped buil ding and
moved al ong the covered wal kway in front of the last units until he was
behi nd the Ponti ac.

At the noment that end of the motel was quiet. No one was coning or
going fromany of the roons.

The nman behind the wheel was sitting with one armout of the open car
wi ndow. If he had glanced at the side mirror, he m ght have seen
Vassago coming up on him but his attention was focused on roomsix in
the other wing of the L.

Vassago j erked open the door, and the guy actually started to fall out
because he'd been | eaning against it. Vassago hit himhard in the face,
using his elbow like a battering ram which was better than a list,
except he didn't hit himsquarely enough. The guy was rocked but not
finished, so he pushed up and out of the Pontiac, trying to grapple with
Vassago

He was overwei ght and slow. A knee driven hard into his crotch sl owed
hi m even nore. The guy went into a prayer posture, gaggi ng, and Vassago
st epped back far enough to kick him The stranger fell over onto his
side, so Vassago kicked himagain, in the head this tinme. The guy was
out cold, as still as the pavenent on which he was spraw ed.

hai red bl ond hooker in a mniskirt and a m ddl e-aged guy in a cheap suit
and a bad toupee. They were conming out of the nearest room They gaped
at the man on the ground. At Vassago. He stared back at themunti

they reentered their roomand quietly pulled the door shut behind them

The unconsci ous man was heavy, maybe two hundred pounds, but Vassago was
nmore than strong enough to lift him He carried the guy around to the
passenger side and | oaded himinto the other front seat.

Then he got behind the wheel, started the Pontiac, and departed the Bl ue
Ski es.

Several bl ocks away, he turned onto a street of tract homes built thirty
years ago and aging badly. Ancient Indian |laurels and coral trees
flanked the canted sidewal ks and lent a note of grace in spite of the
nei ghborhood's decline. He pulled the Pontiac to the curb. He swtched
of f the engine and the |ights.
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As no streetlanps were nearby, he renoved his sungl asses to search the
unconsci ous man. He found a | oaded revol ver in a shoul der hol ster under
the guy's jacket. He took it for hinself.

The stranger was carrying two wallets. The first, and thicker,

contai ned three hundred dollars in cash, which Vassago confiscated. It
al so held credit cards, photographs of people he didn't know, a receipt
froma dry cleaner, a buy-ten-get-one-free punch card froma
frozen-yogurt shop, a driver's license that identified the nman as Mrton
Redl ow of Anaheim and insignificant odds and ends. The second wall et
was quite thin, and it proved to be not a real wallet at all but a

| eather ID holder. In it were Redlow s license to operate as a private
i nvestigator and another |icense to carry a conceal ed weapon.

In the glove conpartnent, Vassago found only candy bars and a paperback
detective novel. In the console between seats, he found chewi ng gum
breath mnts, another candy bar, and a bent Thonas Brothers map book of
O ange County.

He studied the map book for a while, then started the car and pull ed
away fromthe curb. He headed for Anahei mand the address on Redl ow s
driver's license.

When they were nore than hal fway there, Redl ow began to groan and
twitch, as if he mght cone to his senses. Driving with one hand,
Vassago pi cked up the revolver he had taken off the man and cl ubbed him
al ongside the head with it. Redl ow was qui et again.

really like Friday afternoons, and you know why?" He didn't give anyone
a chance to express a lack of interest. "Because Thursday ni ght we

al ways have beans and pea soup, so by Friday afternoon you can really
cut sone ripefarts.”

The ot her kids groaned in disgust. Regina just ignored him

Nerd or not, Carl was right: Thursday dinner at St. Thonmas's Hone for
Children was al ways split-pea soup, ham green beans, potatoes in herb
butter sauce, and a square of fruited Jell-Owith a blob of fake whipped
cream for dessert. Sonetines the nuns got into the sherry or just went
wild fromtoo many years in their suffocating habits, and if they | ost
control on a Thursday, you m ght get corn instead of green beans or, if
they were really over the top, maybe a pair of vanilla cookies with the
Jel |l -0

That Thursday the nmenu held no surprises, but Regi na would not have
cared-and m ght not have noticed-if the fare had included filet nignon
or, conversely, cow pies. WlIl, she probably would have noticed a cow
pi e on her plate, though she wouldn't have cared if it was substituted
for the green beans because she didn't |ike green beans. She |iked ham
She had |ied when she'd told the Harrisons she was a vegetari an,
figuring they would find dietary fussiness one nore reason to reject her
flat-out, at the start, instead of later when it would hurt nore.

But even as she ate, her attention was not on her food and not on the
conversation of the other kids at her table, but on the neeting in M.
Qujilio' s office that afternoon

She had screwed up.

They were going to have to build a Muiseum of Fanbus Screwups just to
have a place for a statue of her, so people could cone fromall over the
worl d, from France and Japan and Chile, just to see it. school kids
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woul d cone, whole classes at a tine with their teachers, to study her so
they could | earn what not to do and how not to act. Parents woul d point
at her statue and om nously warn their children, "Anytine you think
you're so snart, just renenber her and think how you mght wind up like
that, a figure of pity and ridicule, |aughed at and reviled."

Two thirds of the way through the interview, she had realized the

Harri sons were special people. They probably would never treat her as
badly as she had been treated by the Infanpbus Dotteriields, the couple
who accepted her and took her hone and then rejected her in two weeks
when they discovered they were going to have a child of their own,
Satan's child, no doubt, who would one day destroy the world and turn
agai nst even the Dotterfields, burning themalive with a flash of fire
fromhis denmonic little pig eyes. (Uhh. Wshing harmto another. The
thought is as bad as the deed. Remenber that for confession, Reg.)
Anyway, the Harrisons were different, which she began to realize slowy
such a screwup-and which she knew for sure when M. Harrison nmade the
crack about caviar pajamas and showed he had a sense of hunor. But by
then she was so into her act that somehow she couldn't stop being an
obnoxi ous screwup that she wouldn't find a way to retreat and start
over. Now the Harrisons were probably getting drunk, celebrating their
narrow escape, or nmaybe down on their knees in a church, weeping with
relief and fervently saying the Rosary, thanking the Holy Mther for
interceding to spare themthe m stake of adopting that awful girl
sight-unseen. Shitu (OCops. Mulgarity. But not as bad as taking the
Lord's name in vain. Even worth mentioning in the confessional?) In
spite of having no appetite and in spite of Carl Cavanaugh and his crude
hunor, she ate all of her dinner, but only because CGod' s policenen, the
nuns, would not let her |eave the table until she cleaned her plate. The
fruit in the linme Jell-O was peaches, which made dessert an ordeal. She
coul dn't understand how anyone could think that |ine and peaches went
together. Ckay, so nuns were not very worldly, but she wasn't asking
themto learn which rare wine to serve with roast tenderloin of

pl atypus, for CGod's sake. (Sorry, God.) Pineapple and line Jell-Q
certainly. Pears and linme Jell, okay. Even bananas and lime Jell-0O
But putting peaches in linme Jell-Owas, to her way of thinking, like

| eaving the raisins out of rice pudding and replacing themw th chunks
of waternelon, for God' s sake.

(Sorry, God.) She managed to eat the dessert by telling herself that it
coul d have been worse; the nuns could have served dead mce dipped in
cheni fat-though why nuns, of all people, would want to do that, she had
no idea. Still, imagining something worse than what she had to face was
a trick that worked, a techni que of self-persuasion that she had used
many and ot her ganes, or to the TV roomto watch whatever slop was on
the boob tube, but as usual she returned to her room She spent nost
eveni ngs reading. Not tonight, though. She planned to spend this
evening feeling sorry for herself and contenplating her status as a

wor | d-cl ass screwup (good thing stupidity isn't a sin), so she would
never forget how dunb she had been and woul d renmenber never to make such
a j ackass of herself again.

Moving along the tile-floored hallways nearly as fast as a kid with two
good | egs, she renenbered how she had clunped into the attorney's

of fice, and she began to blush. 1In her room which she shared with a
blind girl named Wnnie, as she junped into bed and fl opped on her back,
she recalled the cal cul ated cl unsi ness with which she had | evered
herself into the chair in front of M. and Ms. Harrison. Her blush
deepened, and she put both hands over her face.

"Reg," she said softly against the pal ns of her own hands, "you are the
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bi ggest asshole in the world." (One nore itemon the list for the next
conf ession, besides lying and deceiving and taking God' s nane in vain:
the repeated use of a vulgarity.) "Shit, shit, shit!" (Going to be a
Il ong confession.) 5

When Redl ow regai ned consci ousness, his assorted pains were so bad, they
took one hundred percent of his attention. He had a viol ent headache to
whi ch he could have testified with such feeling in a tel evision
comrercial that they would have been forced to open new aspirin
factories to neet the consuner response. One eye was puffed half shut.
Hs lips were split and swollen; they were nunb and felt huge. Hi s neck
hurt, and his stomach was sore, and his testicles throbbed so fiercely
fromthe knee he had taken in the crotch that the idea of getting up and
wal ki ng sent a paroxysm of nausea through him

Gradual | y he renenbered what had happened to him that the bastard had
taken himby surprise. Then he realized he was not |ying on the notel
parking lot but sitting in a chair, and for the first tine he was
afraid.

He was not nerely sitting in the chair. He was tied init. Ropes bound
hi mat chest and wai st, and nore ropes wound across his thighs, securing
himto the seat. Hs arns were fixed to the arns of the chair just
bel ow his el bows and again at the wists.

Pai n had nuddi ed his thought processes. Now fear clarified them

Si nul t aneously squinting his good right eye and trying to widen his
swol l en |l eft eye, he studied the darkness. For a nonent he assuned he
was in a roomat the Blue Skies Mtel, outside of which he had been
running a surveillance in hope of spotting the kid. Then he recognized
his own living room He couldn't see much. No lights were on. But
having lived in that house for eighteen years, he could identify the
patterns of anbient night-glow at the wi ndows, the di mshapes of the
furniture, shadows anong shadows of differing intensity, and the subtle
but singular snmell of hone, which was as special and instantly
identifiable to himas the odor of any particular lair to any particul ar
wol f in the wild.

He did not feel much like a wolf tonight. He felt like a rabbit,
shivering in recognition of its status as prey.

For a few seconds he thought he was al one, and he began to strain at the
ropes. Then a shadow rose from ot her shadows and approached him

He coul d see nothing nore of his adversary than a sil houette. Even that
seened to nelt into the silhouettes of inaninmate objects, or to change
as if the kid were a pol ynorphous creature that could assune a variety
of forns. But he knew it was the kid because he sensed that difference,
that alienness he had perceived the first tinme he had |aid eyes on the
bastard on Sunday, just four nights ago, at the Blue Skies.

"Confortable, M. Redl ow?"

Over the past three nonths, as he had searched for the creep, Redl ow had
devel oped a deep curiosity about him trying to puzzle out what he

want ed, what he needed, how he thought. After show ng countl ess people
the various photographs of the kid, and after spending nore than a
little of his own tine in contenplation of them he had been especially
curious about what the voice would be |ike that went with that

remar kabl y handsone yet forbidding face. 1t sounded nothing |ike he had
imagined it would be, neither cold and steely |like the voice of a
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machi ne designed to pass for hunman nor the guttural and savage snarling
of a beast. Rather, it was soothing, honey-toned, with an appealing
reverberant tinbre.

"M. Redlow, sir, can you hear ne?"
Nothing in the voice indicated that the kid was being snide or nocking.

He was just a boy who had been raised to address his elders with

consi deration and respect, a habit he could not cast off even under
circunstances such as these. The detective was gripped by a prinitive,
superstitious feeling that he was in the presence of an entity that
could imtate humanity but had not hi ng what soever in comon with the
human speci es.

Speaki ng through split Iips, his words sonewhat slurred, Morton Redl ow
said, "Who are you, what the hell do you want?"

"You know who | am"”

"I haven't a fucking clue. You blindsided me. | haven't seen your
face.

VWhat are you a bat or sonething? Wy don't you turn on a light?"

Still only a black form the kid noved closer, to within a few feet of
the chair. "You were hired to find ne."

"I was hired to run surveillance on a guy nanmed Kirkaby. Leonard
Kirkaby. Wfe thinks he's cheating on her. And he is. Brings his
secretary to the Blue Skies every Thursday for sonme in-and-out."

"Well, sir, that's a little hard for ne to believe, you know? The Bl ue
Skies is for lowlife guys and cheap whores, not business executives and
their secretaries.”

"Maybe he gets off on the sleaziness of it, treating the girl like a
whor e.
Who the hell knows, huh? Anyway, you sure aren't Kirkaby. | know his

voi ce. He doesn't sound anything |ike you. Not as young as you,
ei t her.

Besi des, he's a piece of puff pastry. He couldn't have handl ed nme the
way you did."

The kid was quiet for a while. Just staring down at Redlow. Then he
began to pace. |In the dark. Unhesitating, never bunping into
furniture.

Like a restless cat, except his eyes didn't gl ow

Finally he said, "So what're you saying, sir? That this is all just a
bi g m st ake?"

Redl ow knew his only chance of staying alive was to convince the kid of
the lie-that a guy naned Kirkaby had a letch for his secretary, and a
bitter wife seeking evidence for a divorce. He just didn't know what
tone to take to sell the story. Wth nost people, Redl ow had an
unerring sense of which approach woul d beguil e them and nmake t hem accept
even the wildest proposition as the truth. But the kid was different;
he didn't think or react l|ike ordinary people.

Redl ow decided to play it tough. "Listen, asshole, | wish | did know
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who you are or at |east what the hell you |look |ike, 'cause once this
was finished, 1'd cone after you and bash your fuckin' head in."

"What ' re you tal ki ng about ?" Redl ow asked.
"Burnt out."

The conversation was taking a turn Redl ow didn't understand, which nmade
hi m uneasy.

"Excuse nme, sir, no offense nmeant, but you're getting too old for this
ki nd of work."

Don't | knowit, Redlow thought. He realized that, aside from one
initial tug, he had not again tested the ropes that bound him Only a
few years ago, he would have quietly but steadily strained agai nst them
trying to stretch the knots. Now he was passive.

"You're a nuscul ar man, but you've gone a little soft, you' ve got a gut
on you, and you're slow Fromyour driver's license, | see you're
fifty-four, you' re getting up there. Wy do you still do it, keep
hanging in there?"
"I't"'s all 1've got," Redl ow said, and he was alert enough to be
surprised by his owm answer. He had neant to say, Its all | know.

"Well, yessir, | can see that," the kid said, |oomng over himin the
darkness. "You've been divorced twice, no kids, and no woman lives wth
you right now. Probably hasn't been one living with you for years.
Sorry, but | was snooping around the house while you were out cold, even
though I knew it wasn't really right of me. Sorry. But | just wanted
to get a handle on you, try to understand what you get out of this."

Redl ow sai d not hi ng because he coul dn't understand where all of this was
| eading. He was afraid of saying the wong thing, and setting the kid
off like a bottle rocket. The son of a bitch was insane. You never
knew what might light the fuse on a nutcase like him The kid had been
t hrough sone anal ysis of his own over the years, and now he seened to
want to anal yze Redl ow, for reasons even he probably could not have
expl ai ned.

Maybe it was best to just let himrattle on, get it out of his system
"Is it money, M. Redl ow?"

"You nean, do | make any?"

"That's what | nmean, ' "I do okay."

"You don't drive a great car or wear expensive clothes.”

"I'"'mnot into flash," Redl ow sai d.

"No of fense, sir, but this house isn't much."

"Maybe not, but there's no nortgage on it."

The kid was right over him slowy leaning farther in with each
question, as if he could see Redlow in the |ightless roomand was
intently studying facial tics and twitches as he questioned him

Weird. Even in the dark, Redl ow could sense the kid bending closer,
cl oser, closer.
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"No nortgage on it," the kid said thoughtfully. "Is that your reason
for working, for a living? To be able to say you paid off a nortgage on
a dunp like this?"

Redl ow wanted to tell himto go fuck hinself but suddenly he was not so
sure that playing tough was a good idea, after all

"I's that what life's all about, sir? |Is that all it's about? Is that
why you find it so precious, why you're so eager to hold onto it? |Is
that why you life-lovers struggle to go on living just to acquire a
pitiful pile of belongings, so you can go out of the gane a w nner?

I"'msorry, sir, but | just don't understand that. | don't understand at
all."

The detective's heart was pounding too hard. It slamed painfully
against his bruised ribs. He hadn't treated his heart well over the
years, too many hanmburgers, too nmany cigarettes, too nuch beer and
bour bon.

What was the crazy kid trying to talk himto death, scare himto death?

"I'd imagi ne you have sone clients who don't want it on record that they
ever hired you, they pay in cash. Wuld that be a valid assunption,
sir?"

Redl ow cleared his throat and tried not to sound frightened. "Yeah.
Sure. Some of them"

"And part of w nning the gane would be to keep as nmuch of that noney as
you coul d, avoiding taxes on it, which woul d nean never putting it in a
bank. "

The kid was so cl ose now that the detective could snmell his breath.

For sonme reason he had expected it to be sour, vile. But it snelled
sweet, |like chocolate, as if the kid had been eating candy in the dark

"So 1'd inagi ne you have a nice little stash here in the house
sonmewher e

Is that right, sir?"

A warm qui ver of hope caused a dimnishnent of the cold chills that had
been chattering through Redl ow for the past few minutes. If it was
about noney, he could deal with that. It made sense. He could
understand the kid's notivation, and could see a way to get through the
eveni ng alive.

"Yeah," the detective said. "There's nobney. Take it. Take it and go.
In the kitchen, there's a waste can with a plastic bag for a liner.

Lift out the bag of trash, there's a brown paper bag full of cash under
it, in the bottomof the can."

Sonet hi ng cold and rough touched the detective's right cheek, and he
flinched fromit.

"Pliers," the kid said, and the detective felt the jaws take a grip on
his flesh.

"What ' re you doi ng?"

file:/l/IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Hideaway.txt (87 of 246) [2/9/2004 10:01:14 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Hideaway.txt

The kid twisted the pliers.

Redlow cried out in pain. "Wait, wait, stop it, shit, please, stopit,
no! "

The kid stopped. He took the pliers away. He said, "lI'msorry, sir,
but | just want you to understand that if there isn't any cash in the
trash can, | won't be happy. |'Il figure if you lied to ne about this,

you lied to me about everything."

"It's there," Redl ow assured himhastily.

"It's not nice tolie, sir. |It's not good. Good people don't lie.
That's what they teach you, isn't it, sir?"

"CGo, look, you'll see it's there," Redl ow sai d desperately.

The kid went out of the living room through the dining room archway.

Soft footsteps echoed through the house fromthe tile floor of the
ki t chen.

A clatter and rustle arose as the garbage bag was pulled out of the
wast e can.

Al ready danp with perspiration, Redl ow began to gush sweat as he
listened to the kid return through the pitch-black house. He appeared
inthe living roomagain, partly silhouetted agai nst the pal e-gray
rectangl e of a w ndow.

"How can you see?" the detective asked, disnmayed to hear a faint note of
hysteria in his voice when he was struggling so hard to nmaintain contro
of himself. He was getting old. "Wat are you wearing night-vision

gl asses or sonething, sone mlitary hardware? How in the hell would you
get your hands on anything |like that?"

Ignoring him the kid said, "There isn't nuch | want or need, just food
and changes of clothes. The only noney | get is when | nake an addition
to ny collection, whatever she happens to be carrying.

Sonetinmes it's not much, only a fewdollars. This is really a help.

It really is. This nuch should last me as long as it takes for ne to
get back to where | belong. Do you know where | belong, M. Redl ow?"

The detective did not answer. The kid had dropped down bel ow t he
wi ndows, out of sight. Redlow was squinting into the gloom trying to
detect nmovenent and figure where he had gone.

"You know where | belong, M. Redl ow?" the kid repeated

Redl ow heard a piece of furniture being shoved aside. Maybe an end
tabl e besi de the sofa.

"I belong in Hell," the kid said. "I was there for a while. | want to
go back. What kind of life have you led, M. Redlow? Do you think
when | go back to Hell, that nmaybe 1'll see you over there?"

"What ' re you doi ng?" Redl ow asked

"Looking for an electrical outlet," the kid said as he shoved aside
anot her piece of furniture. "Ah, here we go."
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"El ectrical outlet?" Redl ow asked agitatedly. "Why?"

A frightening noise cut through the darkness: zzzzrrrrrrrrrr
"What was that?" Redl ow denmanded

"Just testing, sir."

"Testing what ?"

"You've got all sorts of pots and pans and gournet utensils out there in
the kitchen, sir. | guess you're really into cooking, are you?"

The kid rose up again, appearing against the backdrop of the dim
ash-gray glow in the wi ndow glass. "The cooking was that an interest
before the second divorce, or nore recent?"

"What were you testing?" Redl ow asked agai n.
The ki d approached the chair.

"There's nore noney," Redlow said frantically. He was soaked in sweat
now. It was running down himin rivulets. "In the master bedroom™

The kid | ooned over himagain, a nysterious and i nhuman form He seened
to be darker than anything around him a black hole in the shape of a

man, blacker than black. "In the c-closet. There's a w w wooden
floor." The detective's bladder was suddenly full. It had blown up |ike
a balloon all in an instant. Bursting. "Take out the shoes and crap.

Lift up the back f-f-floorboards.” He was going to piss hinself.
"There's a cash box. Thirty thousand dollars. Take it.

Pl ease. Take it and go."

"Thank you, sir, but | really don't need it. 1've got enough, nore than
enough. "

"Ch, Jesus, help ne," Redlow said, and he was despairingly aware that
this was the first tinme he had spoken to God-or even thought of Hmin
decades.

"Let's tal k about who you're really working for, sir."
"l told you-"

"But | lied when | said | believed you."
ZZZZITIIIIIIIIrT,

"What is that?" Redl ow asked.

"Testing."

"Testing what, damm it?"

"I't works real nice."

"What, what is it, what 've you got?"

"An electric carving knife," the kid said.
6

Hat ch and Li ndsey drove hone from di nner without getting on a freeway,
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taking their tinme, using the coast road from Newport Beach south,
listening to K-Earth 101.1 FM and singing along with golden oldies |ike
"New Ol eans, "

"VWWi spering Bells,"” and "California Dreamin'." She couldn't remenber
when they had | ast harmoni zed with the radio, though in the old days
they had done it all the time. Wen he'd been three, Jimy had known
all the words to "Pretty Wnan." Wen he was four he could sing "Fifty
Ways to Leave Your Lover" without mssing a line.

For the first time in five years, she could think of Jinmy and stil
feel like singing.

They lived in Laguna Ni guel, south of Laguna Beach, on the eastern side
of the coastal hills, without an ocean view but with the benefit of sea
breezes that noderated sumrer heat and winter chill. Their

nei ghbor hood, 1ike nost south-county devel opnents, was so neticul ously
laid out that at tinmes it seened as if the planners had cone to
community design with a mlitary background. But the gracefully curving
streets, iron streetlanps with an artificial green patina, just-so
arrangenents of palns and jacarandas and ficus benjam nas, and

wel | - mai ntai ned greenbelts with beds of colorful flowers were so
soothing to the eye and soul that the sublim nal sense of reginentation
was not stlfling.

As an artist, Lindsey believed that the hands of nmen and wonmen were as
capabl e of creating great beauty as nature was, and that discipline was
fundanental to the creation of real art because art was neant to revea
meaning in the chaos of life. Therefore, she understood the inpul se of
the planners who had | abored countl ess hours to coordinate the design of
the conmmunity all the way down to the configuration of the steel grilles
in the street drains that were set in the gutters.

Their two-story house, where they had lived only since Jimy's death,
was an |talian-Mediterranean nodel -he whole community was Italian

Medi terranean with four bedroons and den, in creamcolored stucco with a
Mexican tile roof. Two large ficus trees flanked the front wal k.

Mal i bu lights reveal ed beds of inpatiens and petunias in front of
red-flowering azal ea bushes. As they pulled into the garage, they
finished the last bars of "You Send Me."

Bet ween taking turns in the bathroom Hatch started a gas-log fire in
the famly-roomfireplace, and Lindsey poured Baileys Irish Creamon the
rocks for both of them They sat on the sofa in front of the fire,
their feet on a |arge, matching ottoman

Al'l the upholstered furniture in the house was nodern with soft |ines
and in light natural tones. It nade a pleasing contrast wth-and good
backdrop for the many anti que pieces and Li ndsey's paintings.

The sofa was al so hugely confortable, good for conversation and, as she
di scovered for the first tine, a great spot to snuggle. To her
surprise, snuggling turned into necking, and their necking escal ated
into petting, as if they were a couple of teenagers, for God's sake.

Passi on overwhel med her as it had not done in years.

Their clothes cane off slowy, as in a series of dissolves in a notion
picture, until they were naked w thout quite knowi ng how t hey had gotten
that way. Then they were just as nysteriously coupled, noving together
in a silken rhythm bathed in flickering firelight. The joyfu
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nat ural ness of it, escalating froma dreany notion to breathless
urgency, was a radical departure fromthe stilted and dutiful |ovenaking
they had known during the past five years, and Lindsey coul d al nost
believe it really was a dream patterned on sone renenbered scrap of
Hol | ywood eroticism But as she slid her hands over the nuscles of his
arns and shoul ders and back, as she rose to neet each of his thrusts, as
she climaxed, then again, and as she felt him/loose hinself within her
and dissolve fromiron to nolten flow, she was wonderfully, acutely
aware that it was not a dream |In fact, she had opened her eyes at |ast
froma long twilight sleep and was, with this rel ease, only now fully
awake for the first tine in years. The true dreamwas real life during
the past hal f-decade, a nightnmare that had finally drawm to an end.

Leaving their clothes scattered on the floor and hearth behind them
they went upstairs to make | ove again, this time in the huge Chinese

sl eigh bed, with | ess urgency than before, nore tenderness, to the
acconpani nent of nurmnured endearnents that seened al nost to conprise the
lyrics and nel ody of a quiet song. The less insistent rhythmall owed a
keener awareness of the exquisite textures of skin, the marvel ous
flexibility of rmuscle, the firmess of bone, the pliancy of |ips, and
the syncopated beating of their hearts. Wen the tide of ecstasy
crested and ebbed, in the stillness that followed, the words "I |ove
you" were superfluous but nonetheless nmusical to the ear, and cherished.

That April day, fromfirst awareness of the norning light unti
surrender to sleep, had been one of the best of their lives.

Ironically, the night that foll owed was one of Hatch's worst, so
frightening and so strange.

By el even o' cl ock Vassago had finished with Redl ow and di sposed of the
body in a nost satisfying fashion. He returned to the Blue Skies Mbtel
in the detective's Pontiac, took the |Iong hot shower that he had
intended to take earlier in the night, changed into clean clothes, and
left with the intention of never going there again. |f Redl ow had nade
the place, it was not safe any |onger.

He drove the Camaro a few bl ocks and abandoned it on a street of
decrepit industrial buildings where it might sit undisturbed for weeks
before it was either stolen or hauled off by the police. He had been
using it for a nonth, after taking it fromone of the wonmen whom he had
added to his collection. He had changed |icense plates on it a few
times, always stealing the replacenents fromparked cars in the early
hours before dawn.

After wal king back to the motel, he drove away in Redlow s Pontiac. It
was not as sexy as the silver Camaro, but he figured it would serve him
wel | enough for a couple of weeks.

He went to a neo-punk nightclub naned Rip It, in Huntington Beach, where
he parked at the darkest end of the lot. He found a pouch of tools in
the trunk and used a screwdriver and pliers to renove the plates, which
he swapped with those on a battered gray Ford parked beside him Then
he drove to the other end of the | ot and reparked.

Fog, with the clamy feel of sonething dead, noved in fromthe sea.

Pal mtrees and tel ephone pol es di sappeared as if dissolved by the
acidity of the mst, and the streetl|lanps becane ghost lights adrift in
the nurk.

Inside, the club was everything he liked. Loud, dirty, and dark
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Reeki ng of snoke, spilled liquor, and sweat. The band hit the chords
harder than any nusicians he'd ever heard, ramred pure rage into each
tune, twisting the nelody into a squealing mutant voice, banging the
nunbi ngly repetitious rhythms home with savage fury, playing each number
so loud that, with the help of huge anplifiers, they rattled the filthy
wi ndows and al nbost nade his eyes bl eed.

The crowd was energetic, high on drugs of every variety, sonme of them
drunk, many of them dangerous. |In clothing, the preferred color was

bl ack, so Vassago fit right in. And he was not the only one wearing
sungl asses. Sonme of them both nen and wonen, were skinheads, and sone
wore their hair in short spikes, but none of them favored the frivol ous
fl anboyancy of huge spi kes and cock's conbs and colorful dye jobs that
had been a part of early punk. On the jammed dance fl oor, people seened
to be shoving each other and roughing each other up, maybe feeling each
other up in sone cases, but no one there had ever taken | essons at an
Arthur Murray studio or watched "Soul Train."

At the scarred, stained, greasy bar, Vassago pointed to the Corona, one
of six brands of beer lined up on a shelf. He paid and took the bottle
fromthe bartender w thout the need to exchange a word. He stood there,
drinking and scanning the crowd.

Only a few of the custoners at the bar and tables, or those standing
along the walls, were talking to one another. Mbst were sullen and
silent, not because the poundi ng nusi c made conversation difficult but
because they were the new wave of alienated youth, estranged not only
fromsociety but fromone another. They were convinced that nothing
mattered except self-gratification, that nothing was worth tal king
about, that they were the |ast generation on a world headed for
destruction, with no future

He knew of other neo-punk bars, but this was one of only two in Orange
and Los Angel es counties-the area that so many chanber of commerce types
liked to call the Southland-that were the real thing. Many of the
others catered to people who wanted to play at the lifestyle the sane
way sone dentists and accountants |iked to put on hand-tool ed boots,
faded jeans, checkered shirts, and ten-gallon hats to go to a
country-and-western bar and pretend they were cowboys. At Rip It, there
was no pretense in anyone's eyes, and everyone you encountered nmet you
with a challenging stare, trying to deci de whether they wanted sex or

vi ol ence fromyou and whether you were likely to give themeither. |If
it was an either-or situation, many of them woul d have chosen vi ol ence
over sex.

A few were | ooking for sonething that transcended viol ence and sex,
wi thout a clear idea of what it night be. Vassago could have shown them
precisely that for which they were searching.

The problem was, he did not at first see anyone who appealed to him
sufficiently to consider an addition to his collection. He was not a
crude killer, piling up bodies for the sake of piling them up

Quantity had no appeal to hinm he was nore interested in quality. A
connoi sseur of death.

If he could earn his way back into Hell, he would have to do so with an
exceptional offering, a collection that was superior in both its overal
conposition and in the character of each of its conponents.

He had made a previous acquisition at Rip It three nonths ago, a girl
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who insisted her name was Neon. In his car, when he tried to knock her
unconsci ous, one blow didn't do the job, and she fought back with a
ferocity that was exhilarating. Even later, in the bottomfloor of the
funhouse, when she regai ned consci ousness, she resisted fiercely, though
bound at wists and ankles. She squirned and thrashed, biting himunti
he repeatedly bashed her skull against the concrete fl oor

Now, just as he finished his beer, he saw another wonan who rem nded him
of Neon. Physically they were far different, but spiritually they were
the sanme: hard cases, angry for reasons they didn't always understand
thensel ves, worldly beyond their years, with all the potential violence
of tigresses. Neon had been five-four, brunette, with a dusky
compl exi on.

This one was a blonde in her early twenties, about five-seven. Lean and
rangy. Riveting eyes the sane shade of blue as a pure gas flane, yet

icy.

She was wearing a ragged bl ack deni mjacket over a tight black sweater,
a short black skirt, and boots.

In an age when attitude was admired nore than intelligence, she knew how
to carry herself for the maxi numinpact. She noved with her shoul ders
back and her head lifted al nost haughtily. Her self-possession was as
intimdating as spiked arnor. Although every man in the room | ooked at
her in a way that said he wanted her, none of themdared to cone on to
her, for she appeared to be able to emasculate with a single word or

| ook.

Her powerful sexuality, however, was what nade her of interest to
Vassago. Men woul d al ways be drawn to her-he noticed that those
flanking himat the bar were watching her even now and sone woul d not be
intimdated. She possessed a savage vitality that nade even Neon seem
timd. Wen her defenses were penetrated, she would be | ubricious and
di sgustingly fertile, soon fat with newlife, a wild but fruitful brood
nar e.

He deci ded that she had two great weaknesses. The first was her clear
conviction that she was superior to everyone she nmet and was, therefore,
unt ouchabl e and safe, the same conviction that had nade it possible for
royalty, in nore innocent tines, to walk anong conmoners in conplete
confidence that everyone they passed woul d draw back respectfully or
drop to their knees in awe. The second weakness was her extrenme anger,
whi ch she stored in such quantity that Vassago seened to be able to see
it crackling off her snooth pale skin, |ike an overcharge of
electricity.

He wondered how he mi ght arrange her death to best synbolize her flaws.
Soon he had a coupl e of good ideas.

She was with a group of about six men and four wonen, though she did not
seemto be attached to any one of them Vassago was trying to decide on
an approach to her when, not entirely to his surprise, she approached
him He supposed their encounter was inevitable. They were, after all
the two nost dangerous people at the dance.

Just as the band took a break and the decibel level fell to a point at
which the interior of the club would no | onger have been lethal to cats,
the bl onde cane to the bar. She pushed between Vassago and anot her nan,
ordered and paid for a beer. She took the bottle fromthe bartender,
turned sideways to face Vassago, and | ooked at him across the top of the
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open bottle, fromwhich wi sps of cold vapor rose |ike snoke.
She said, "You blind?"
"To sone things, Mss."
She | ooked incredul ous. "M ss?"
He shrugged.
"Why the sungl asses?" she asked.
"I've been to Hell."
"What' s that supposed to nean?"
"Hell is cold, dark."
"That so? | still don't get the sungl asses."
"Over there, you learn to see in total darkness."
"This is an interesting line of bullshit."
"So now | 'msensitive to light."
"Areal different line of bullshit."
He sai d not hi ng.
She drank sone beer, but her eyes never left him
He |iked the way her throat nuscles worked when she swal | owed.

After a nonment she said, "This your usual |ine of crap, or do you just
make it up as you go?"

He shrugged agai n.

"You were watching nme," she said.

i goon
"You're right. Every asshole in here is watching ne nost of the time."

He was studying her intensely blue eyes. Wat he thought he might do
was cut them out, then reinsert them backward, so she was |ooking into
her own skull. A conment on her self-absorbtion

In the dream Hatch was talking to a beautiful but incredibly

col d-1 ooki ng bl onde. Her flaw ess skin was as white as porcel ain, and
her eyes were like polished ice reflecting a clear winter sky. They
were standing at a bar in a strange establishnent he had never seen
before. She was |ooking at himacross the top of a beer bottle that she
hel d and brought to her nmouth as she might have held a phall us.

But the taunting way she drank fromit and |licked the glass rimseened
to be as much a threat as it was an erotic invitation. He could not
hear a thing she said, and he could hear only a few words that he spoke
himself: .... . been to Hell... cold, dark.

sensitive to light.. The bl onde was | ooking at him and it was
surely he who was speaking to her, yet the words were not in his own
Voi ce.
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Suddenly he found hinself focusing nore intently on her arctic eyes, and
bef ore he knew what he was doi ng, he produced a swi tchbl ade knife and
flicked it open. As if she felt no pain, as if in fact she was dead

al ready, the blonde did not react when, with a swift whip of the knife,
he took her left eye fromits socket. He rolled it over on his
fingertips, and replaced it with the blind end outward and the blue | ens
gazing inward. Hatch sat up. Unable to breathe. Heart hamrering.

He swung his | egs out of bed and stood, feeling as if he had to run away
fromsonmething. But he just gasped for breath, not sure where to run to
find shelter, safety.

They had fallen asleep with a bedside | anp on, a towel draped over the
shade to soften the Iight while they made | ove. The room was wel |
enough Iit for himto see Lindsey lying on her side of the bed in a
tangl e of covers.

She was so still, he thought she was dead. He had the crazy feeling
that he'd killed her. Wth a sw tchbl ade.

Then she stirred and nmumbl ed in her sleep
He shuddered. He |ooked at his hands. They were shaking.

Vassago was so enanmored of his artistic vision that he had the inpulsive
desire to reverse her eyes right there, in the bar, with everyone
wat chi ng.

He restrained hinself "So what do you want?" she asked, after taking
anot her swal | ow of beer.

He said, "Qut of what?"

"Qut of ne."

"What do you think?"

"Afewthrills," she said.
"More than that."

"Home and fam|y?" she asked sarcastically.

He didn't answer right away. He wanted time to think. This one was not
easy to play, a different sort of fish. He did not want to risk saying
the wong thing and letting her slip the hook. He got another beer,
drank sone of it.

Four nenbers of a backup band approached the stage. They were going to
play during the other nusicians' break. Soon conversation would be

i mpossi bl e again. Mre inportant, when the crashing nusic began, the
energy level of the club would rise, and it might exceed the energy

| evel between himand the blonde. She might not be as susceptible to
the suggestion that they |eave together

He finally answered her question, told her a |lie about what he wanted to
do with her: "You know anybody you wi sh was dead?"

"Who doesn't?"
"Who is it?"

"Hal f the people |'ve ever net."
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"l mean, one person in particular."

She began to understand what he was suggesting. She took another sip of
beer and lingered with her nmouth and tongue against the rimof the
bottl e.

"Whatis this a gane or sonethi ng?"
"Only if you want it to be, Mss."
"You're weird."

"I'sn't that what you like?"

"Maybe you're a cop."

"You really think so?"

She stared intently at his sungl asses, though she woul dn't have been
able to see nore than a di msuggestion of his eyes beyond the heavily
tinted lenses. "No. Not a cop."”

"Sex isn't a good way to start," he said.
"It isn't, huh?"

"Death is a better opener. Make a little death together, then make a
little sex. You won't believe howintense it can get."

She sai d not hi ng.

The backup band was picking up the instruments on the stage.
He said, "This one in particular you' d |ike deadlt's a guy?"
"Yeah. "

"He live within driving distance?"

"Twenty mnutes fromhere."

"So let's doit."

The nusi ci ans began to tune up, though it seened a pointless exercise,
considering the type of nusic they were going to play. They had better
play the right stuff, and they had better be good at it, because it was
the kind of club where the custonmers wouldn't hesitate to trash the band
if they didn't like it.

At last the blonde said, "I've got a little PCP. Want to do sone with
ne?"

"Angel dust? It runs in ny veins."

"You got a car?"

"Let's go."

On the way out he opened the door for her

She | aughed. "You're one weird son of a bitch."

According to the digital clock on the nightstand, it was 1:28 in the
nmor ning. Al though Hatch had been asleep only a couple of hours, he was
wi de awake and unwilling to |ie down again.
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Besi des, his nouth was dry. He felt as if he had been eating sand. He
needed a dri nk.

The towel -draped | anp provi ded enough light for himto make his way to
the dresser and quietly open the correct drawer w thout waki ng Lindsey.

Shivering, he took a sweatshirt fromthe drawer and pulled it on. He
was wearing only pajanma bottons, but he knew that the addition of a thin
paj ama top woul d not quell his chills.

He opened the bedroom door and stepped into the upstairs hall. He

gl anced back at his slumbering wife. She |ooked beautiful there in the
soft anber light, dark hair against the white pillow, her face rel axed,
lips slightly parted, one hand tucked under her chin. The sight of her,
more than the sweatshirt, warmed him Then he thought about the years
they had lost in their surrender to grief, and the residual fear from
the nightmare was further diluted by a flood of regret. He pulled the
door shut soundl essly behind him

The second-floor hall was hung with shadows, but wan |ight rose al ong
the stairwell fromthe foyer below. On their way fromthe fam|y-room
sofa to the sleigh bed, they had not paused to switch off | anps.

Li ke a coupl e of horny teenagers. He sniled at the thought.

On his way down the stairs, he renenbered the nightmare, and his smle
sl i pped away.

The bl onde. The knife. The eye.
It had seened so real

At the foot of the stairs he stopped, listening. The silence in the
house was unnatural. He rapped one knuckl e agai nst the newel post, just
to hear a sound. The tap seened softer than it should have been

The silence following it was deeper than before.

"Jesus, that dreamreally spooked you," he said al oud, and the sound of

his own voice was reassuring

H s bare feet made an anusing sl apping sound on the oak floor of the
downstairs hall, and even nore noise on the tile floor of the kitchen

H's thirst growing nore acute by the second, he took a can of Pepsi from
the refrigerator, popped it open, tilted his head back, closed his eyes,
and had a | ong drink.

It didn't taste like cola. It tasted |ike beer

Frowni ng, he opened his eyes and | ooked at the can. It was not a can
any nore. It was a bottle of beer, the same brand as in the dream
Cor ona.

Nei t her he nor Lindsey drank Corona. When they had a beer, which was
rarely, it was a Hei neken.

Fear went through himlike vibrations through a wire.

Then he noticed that the tile floor of the kitchen was gone. He was
st andi ng barefoot on gravel. The stones cut into the balls of his feet.

As his heart began to race, he | ooked around the kitchen with a
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desperate need to reaffirmthat he was in his own house, that the world
had not just tilted into sone bizarre new dinension. He let his gaze
travel over the familiar white-washed birch cabinets, the dark granite
countertops, the dishwasher, the gleam ng face of the built-in

nm crowave, and he willed the nightmare to recede. But the gravel floor
remai ned. He was still holding a Corona in his right hand. He turned
toward the sink, intent on splashing cold water in his face, but the
sink was no longer there. One half of the kitchen had vani shed,

repl aced by a roadsi de bar al ong which cars were parked in a row, and
then-he was not in his kitchen at all. It was entirely gone. He was in
the open air of the April night, where thick fog glowed with the
reflection of red neon froma sign somewhere behind him He was wal ki ng
along a graveled parking lot, past the row of parked cars. He was not
bar ef oot any nore but wearing rubber-sol ed bl ack Rockports.

He heard a woman say, "My nane's Lisa. Wat's yours?"

He turned his head and saw the bl onde. She was at his side, keeping
pace with himacross the parking |ot.

I nstead of answering her right away, he tipped the Corona to his nouth,
sucked down the last couple of ounces, and dropped the enpty bottle on
the gravel. "M/ nane-" he gasped as cold Pepsi foanmed fromthe dropped
can, and puddl ed around his bare feet. The gravel had di sappeared. A
spreadi ng pool of cola glistened on the peach-colored Santa Fe tiles of
his kitchen floor.

In Redlow s Pontiac, Lisa told Vassago to take the San Di ego Freeway
south. By the tine he travel ed eastward on fog-filled surface streets
and eventually found a freeway entrance, she had extracted capsul es of
what she said was PCP fromthe pharmacopoeia in her purse, and they had
washed them down with the rest of her beer.

PCP was an aninmal tranquilizer that often had the opposite of a
tranquilizing effect on human beings, exciting theminto destructive
frenzies.

It would be interesting to watch the inpact of the drug on Lisa, who
seemed to have the conscience of a snake, to whomthe concept of
morality was utterly alien, who viewed the world with unrelenting hatred
and contenpt, whose sense of personal power and superiority did not
preclude a self-destructive streak, and who was already so full of
tightly contained psychotic energy that she always seemed about to

expl ode. He suspected that, with the aid of PCP, she'd be capabl e of

hi ghly entertaining extremes of violence, fierce storms of bloody
destruction that he would find exhilarating to watch

"Where are we goi ng?" he asked as they cruised south on the freeway.

The headlights drilled into a white mst that hid the world and nade it
seemas if they could invent any | andscape and future they w shed.

What ever they inmagi ned m ght take substance fromthe fog and appear
around t hem

"El Toro," she said.
"That's where he |ives?"
"Yeah."

"Who i s he?"
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"You need a nane?"
"No, ma'am Wiy do you want hi m dead?"

She studied himfor a while. Gadually a smle spread across her face,
as if it were a wound being carved by a sl ow noving and invisible knife.

Her small white teeth | ooked pointy. Piranha teeth. "You'll really do
it, won't you?" she asked. "You'll just go in there and kill the guy to
prove | enoughuta want you."

"To prove nothing,'
told you"

he said. "Just because it might be fun. Like

"First make sone death together, then nmake sone sex," she finlshed for
hi m

Just to keep her talking and nake her feel increasingly at ease with
him he said, "Does he live in an apartnent or a house?"

"Why's it matter?"

"Lots nore ways to get into a house, and nei ghbors aren't as close."
"I't's a house," she said.

"Why do you want hi m dead?"

"He wanted ne, | didn't want him and he felt he could take what he
want ed anyway. "

"Coul dn't have been easy taking anything fromyou."

Her eyes were colder than ever. "The bastard had to have stitches in
his face when it was over."

"But he still got what he wanted?"
"He was bigger than nme."
She turned away from himand gazed at the road ahead.

A breeze had risen fromthe west, and the fog no longer eddied lazily
through the night. It churned across the highway |ike snoke billow ng
off a vast fire, as if the entire coastline was abl aze, whole cities
incinerated and the remai ns snoul deri ng.

Vassago kept glancing at her profile, w shing that he could go with her
to El Toro and see how deep in bl ood she woul d wade for vengeance.

Then he woul d have |liked to convince her to cone with himto his
hi deaway and gi ve herself, of her own free will, to his collection

Whet her she knew it or not, she wanted death. She would be grateful for
the sweet pain that would be her ticket to dammation. Pale skin al nost
| um nescent agai nst her black clothes, filled with hatred so intense
that it nmade her darkly radiant, she would be an inconparable vision as
she wal ked to her destiny anbng Vassago's collection and accepted the
killing blow, a willing sacrifice for his repatriation to Hell.

He knew, however, that she would not accede to his fantasy and die for
himeven if death was what she wanted. She would die only for herself,
when she eventual |y concluded that termination was her deepest desire.

file:/l/IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Hideaway.txt (99 of 246) [2/9/2004 10:01:15 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Hideaway.txt

The nonent she began to realize what he really wanted from her, she
woul d Iash out at him She would be harder to control-and would do nore
damage-than Neon. He preferred to take each new acquisition to his
museum of death while she was still alive, extracting the life from her
beneath the nal evol ent gaze of the funhouse Lucifer. But he knew that
he did not have that luxury with Lisa. She would not be easy to subdue,
even with a sudden unexpected blow. And once he had | ost the advantage
of surprise, she would be a fierce adversary.

He was not concerned about being hurt. Nothing, including the prospect
of pain, could frighten him Indeed, each bl ow she | anded, each cut she
opened in him would be an exquisite thrill, pure pleasure.

The probl em was, she m ght be strong enough to get away fromhim and he
could not risk her escape. He wasn't worried that she would report him
to the cops. She existed in a subculture that was suspicious and
scornful of the police, seething with hatred for them |If she slipped
out of his grasp, however, he would | ose the chance to add her to his
col I ection.

And he was convinced that her trenmendous perverse energy woul d be the
final offering that would win himreadnission to Hell.

"You feeling anything yet?" she asked, still |ooking ahead at the fog,
into which they barreled at a dangerous speed.

"k little," he said.

"I don't feel anything." She opened her purse again and began rummagi ng
through it, taking stock of what other pills and capsul es she possessed.

"W need sone kind of booster to help the crap kick in good."

Wil e Lisa was distracted by her search for the right chemical to
enhance the PCP, Vassago drove with his |eft hand and reached under his
seat with his right to get the revolver that he had taken off Morton
Redl ow. She | ooked up just as he thrust the nmuzzle against her left

si de.

I f she knew what was happeni ng, she showed no surprise. He fired two
shots, killing her instantly.

Hatch cl eaned up the spilled Pepsi with paper towels. By the tinme he
stepped to the kitchen sink to wash his hands, he was still shaking but
not as badly as he had been

Terror, which had been briefly allonsum ng, nmade sone room for
curiosity. He hesitantly touched the rimof the stainless-steel sink
and then the faucet, as if they might dissolve beneath his hand. He
struggl ed to understand how a dream could continue after he had
awakened. The only expl anation, which he could not accept, was
insanity.

He turned on the water, adjusted hot and cold, punped sone |iquid soap
out of the container, began to | ather his hands, and | ooked up at the

wi ndow above the sink, which faced onto the rear yard. The yard was
gone. A highway lay in its place. The kitchen w ndow had beconme a

wi ndshield. Swaddled in fog and only partially reveal ed by two
headl i ght beams, the pavement rolled toward himas if the house was
racing over it at sixty miles an hour. He sensed a presence beside him
where there shoul d have been not hing but the double ovens. When he
turned his head he saw the blonde clawing in her purse. He realized
that sonmething was in his hand, firmer than nere | ather, and he | ooked
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down at a revol ver-the kitchen snapped conpletely out of existence. He
was in a car, rocketing along a foggy highway, pushing the nuzzle of the
revolver into the blonde's side. Wth horror, as she |ooked up at him
he felt his finger squeeze the trigger once, twice. She was punched

si deways by the dual inpact as the ear-shattering crash of the shots

sl ammed t hrough the car.

Vassago coul d not have antici pated what happened next.

The gun nmust have been | oaded with nmagnum cartridges, for the two shots
ri pped through the blonde nore violently than he expected and sl amred
her into the passenger door. Either her door was not properly shut or
one of the rounds punched all the way through her, danaging the |atch,
because the door flew open. Wnd rushed into the Pontiac, shrieking
like a living beast, and Lisa was snatched out into the night.

He jamed on the brakes and | ooked at the rearview mrror. As the car
began to fishtail, he saw the blonde's body tunbling al ong the pavenent
behi nd him

He intended to stop, throw the car into reverse, and go back for her,
but even at that dead hour of the norning, other traffic shared the
freeway. He saw two sets of headlights nmaybe half a nile behind him
bright snmudges in the mist but clarifying by the second. Those drivers
woul d encounter the body before he could reach it and scoop it into the
Pont i ac.

Taking his foot off the brake and accel erating, he swung the car hard to
the left, across two | anes, then whipped it back to the right, forcing
the door to slamshut. It rattled in its frane but didn't pop open
again. The latch nust be at least partially effective.

Al though visibility had declined to about a hundred feet, he put the
Pontiac up to eighty, bulleting blindly into the churning fog. Two
exits later, he left the freeway and rapidly sl owed dowmn. On surface
streets he made his way out of the area as swiftly as possible, obeying
speed limts because any cop who stopped himwould surely notice the

bl ood spl ashed across the uphol stery and gl ass of the passenger door

In the rearview nirror, Hatch saw the body tunbling al ong the pavenent,
vani shing into the fog. Then for a brief nmonent he saw his own
reflection fromthe bridge of his nose to his eyebrows. He was wearing
sungl asses even though driving at night. No. He wasn't wearing them

The driver of the car was wearing them and the reflection at which he
stared was not his own. Although he seened to be the driver, he
realized that he was not, because even the dimglinpse he got of the
eyes behind the tinted | enses was sufficient to convince himthat they
were peculiar, troubled, and utterly different fromhis ow eyes.

Then- he was standing at the kitchen sink again, breathing hard and
maki ng choki ng sounds of revulsion. Beyond the window lay only the
backyard, blanketed by ni ght and fog.

"Hat ch?"
Startl ed, he turned.

Li ndsey was standing in the doorway, in her bathrobe. "Is sonething
wr ong?"

W pi ng his soapy hands on his sweatshirt, he tried to speak, but terror
had rendered hi mnute.
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She hurried to him "Hatch?"

He held her tightly and was glad for her enmbrace, which at |ast squeezed
the words fromhim

"l shot her, she flew out of the car, Jesus God Al mighty, bounced al ong
the highway like a rag doll!"

At Hatch's request, Lindsey brewed a pot of coffee. The fanmiliarity of
the delicious aroma was an antidote to the strangeness of the night.

More than anything el se, that snell restored a sense of normal cy that
hel ped settle Hatch's nerves. They drank the coffee at the breakfast
tabl e at one end of the Kkitchen.

Hatch insisted on closing the Levolor blind over the nearby wi ndow. He
said, "I have the feeling... sonething's out there ... and | don't
want it looking in at us." He could not explain what he nmeant by

"sonet hing. "

When Hatch had recounted everything that had happened to him since
waki ng fromthe nightmare of the icy bl onde, the sw tchblade, and the
mutil ated eye, Lindsey had only one explanation to offer. "No matter
how it seenmed at the tine, you nust not have been fully awake when you
got out of bed. You were sleepwal king. You didn't really wake up unti
| stepped into the kitchen and called your name."

"I'"ve never been a sl eepwal ker," he said.

She tried to make Iight of his objection. "Never too late to take up a
new affliction."

"I don't buy it."

"Then what's your explanation?"
"l don't have one."

"So sl eepwal ki ng," she said.

He stared down into the white porcelain cup that he clasped in both
hands, as if he were a Gypsy trying to foresee the future in the
patterns of light on the surface of the black brew "Have you ever
dreaned you were soneone el se?"

"l suppose so," she said.

He | ooked hard at her. "No supposing. Have you ever seen a dream
through the eyes of a stranger? A sic dreamyou can tell ne about?"

"Well... no. But I"'msure | nust've, at one tine. | just don't

r emenber.

dreans are snoke, after all. They fade so fast. Who renenbers them for
| ong?"

"I''"l'l remenber this one for the rest of ny life," he said.
Al t hough they returned to bed, neither of themcould get to sleep again.

Maybe it was partly the coffee. She thought he had wanted the coffee
preci sely because he hoped that it would prevent sleep, sparing hima
return to the nightmare. Well, it had worked.
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They both were lying on their backs, staring at the ceiling.

At first he had been unwilling to turn off the bedside | anp, though he
had reveal ed his reluctance only in the hesitancy with which he clicked
the switch. He was alnost Iike a child who was ol d enough to know rea
fears fromfal se ones but not quite old enough to escape all of the
latter, certain that sone nonster |urked under the bed but ashaned to
say as nuch.

Now, with the lanmp off and with only the indirect glow of distant
streetl| anps piercing the windows between the halves of the drapes, his
anxi ety had infected her. She found it easy to inmmgine that sone
shadows on the ceiling noved, bat-lizard-spider forns of singular
stealth and nal evol ent purpose.

They tal ked soflly, on and on about nothing special. They both knew
what they wanted to tal k about, but they were afraid of it. Unlike the
creepy lesson the ceiling and things that lived under kid's beds, it was
a real fear. Brain danage

Since waking up in the hospital, after being sedated, Hatch had been
havi ng bad dreans of unnerving power. He didn't have them every night.

H s sl eep night even be undisturbed for as long as three or four nights
in arow But he was having themnore frequently, week by week, and the
intensity was increasing.

They were not always the sane, as he renmenbered them but they contained
simlar elements. Violence. Horrific inmges of naked, rotting bodies
contorted into positions. Al ways, the unfolded fromthe point of view
of a stranger, the same nysterious figure, as if Hatch were a spirit in
possession of the man but unable to control him along for the ride.

Routinely the nightnmares began or end-or began and ended-in the sane
setting: an assenbl age of unusual bags and other queer structures that
resisted identification, all of it unlighted and seen nost often as a
series of backing sil houettes against a night sky. He also saw
cavernous roons and rmazes of concrete corridors that were sonmehow
revealed in spite of having no windows or artificial lighting. The

| ocation was, he said, famliar to him but recognition renai ned

el usive, for he never saw enough to be able to identify it.

Until tonight, they had tried to convince thenselves that his affliction
woul d be short-lived. Hatch was full of positive thoughts, as usual

Bad dreans were not remarkable. Everyone had them They were often
caused by stress. Alleviate the stress, and the nightnmares went away.

But they were not fading. And now they had taken a new and deeply
di sturbi ng turn: sleepwal ki ng.

O perhaps he was begi nning, while awake, to hallucinate the sane inages
that troubled his sleep.

Shortly before dawn, Hatch reached out for her beneath the sheets and

took her hand, held it tight. "I'Il be all right. [It's nothing,
really. Just a "First thing in the norning, you should call Nyebern,"
she said, her heart sinking like a stone in a pond. "W haven't been

straight with him
He told you to let himknow inmrediately if there were any synptons-"

"This isn't really a synptom" he said, trying to put the best face on
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"Physical or nmental synptons," she said, afraid for himand for herself
i f something was wong with him

"I had all the tests, nbst of themtwi ce. They gave ne a clean bill of
health. No brain damage."

"Then you've nothing to worry about, do you? No reason to delay seeing
Nyebern. "

"If there'd been brain damage, it woul d' ve showed up right away. It's
not a residual thing, doesn't kick in on a delay."

They were silent for a while.

She could no | onger imagine that creepy-crawlies noved through the
shadows on the ceiling. False fears had evaporated the nonent he had
spoken the nanme of the biggest real fear that they faced.

At | ast she said, "Wat about Regi na?"

He consi dered her question for a while. Then: "I think we should go
ahead with it, fill out the papers assum ng she wants to come with us,
of course."

"And if... you've got a problen? And it gets worse?"

"It'Il take a few days to nmake the arrangenments and be able to bring her
honme. By then we'll have the results of the physical, the tests.
I"'msure I'll be fine."

"You're too rel axed about this."
"Stress kills."
"If Nyebern finds sonmething seriously wong...?"

"Then we'll ask the orphanage for a postponenent if we have to. The
thing is if we tell them|'m having problens that don't allow nme to go
ahead with the papers tonotrow, they m ght have second thoughts about
our suitability. W might be rejected and never have a chance with
Regi na. "

The day had been so perfect, fromtheir neeting in Salvatore Gujilio's
office to their | ovemaki ng before the dinner and again in the massive
ol d Chinese sleigh bed. The future had | ooked so bright, the worst
behind them She was stunned at how suddenly they had taken anot her
nasty pl unge.

She said'" "God' Hatch, | love you." In the darkness he noved close to
her and took her in his arns. Until long after dawn, they just held
each other, saying nothing because, for the nonment, everything had been
sai d.

Later, after they showered and dressed, they went downstairs and had
more coffee at the breakfast table. Mornings, they always |istened to
the radio, an all-news station. That was how they heard about Lisa

Bl ai ne, the bl onde who had been shot twice and thrown froma noving car
on the San ne to Freeway the previous night-at precisely the tinme that
Hat ch, standing in the kitchen, had a vision of the trigger being pulled
and the body tunmbling al ong the pavenent in the wake of the car.
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For reasons he could not understand, Hatch was conpelled to see the
section of the freeway where the dead woman had been found. "Maybe
something will click," was all the explanation he could offer.

He drove their new red Mtsubishi. They went north on the coast

hi ghway, then east on a series of surface streets to the South Coast
Pl aza Shopping Mall, where they entered the San D ego Freeway headi ng
sout h.

He wanted to cone upon the site of the nurder fromthe sane direction in
which the killer had been traveling the previous night. By nine-n,
rush-hour traffic should have abated, but all of the |lanes were stil

cl ogged. They made halting progress southward in a haze of exhaust
fumes, from which the car airconditioning spared them

The marine |layer that surged in fromthe Pacific during the night had
burned off. Trees stirred in a spring breeze, and birds swooped in
giddy arcs across the cloudl ess, piercingly blue sky. The day did not
seem | i ke one in which anyone woul d have reason to think of death.

They passed the MacArthur Boul evard exit, then Janboree, and with every
turn of the wheels, Hatch felt the muscles growing tenser in his neck
and shoul ders. He was overcone by the uncanny feeling that he actually
had followed this route | ast night, when fog had obscured the airport,
hotels, office buildings, and the brown hills in the distance, though in
fact he had been at hone.

"They were going to El Toro," he said, which was a detail he had not
remenbered until now. O perhaps he had only now perceived it by the
grace of sone sixth sense.

"Maybe that's where she lives where he lives."
Frowni ng, Hatch said, "I don't think so."

As they crept forward through the snarled traffic, he began to recal
not just details of the dreambut the feeling of it, the edgy atnosphere
of pendi ng vi ol ence.

Hi s hands slipped on the steering wheel. They were clamry. He blotted
themon his shirt.

"I think in sone ways," he said, "the blonde was al nbst as dangerous as
I. .. as he was...."

"What do you nean?"
"I don't know. |It's just the feeling | had then."

Sunshine glimrered on-and glinted off-the nultitude of vehicles that
churned both north and south in two great rivers of steel and chrone and
glass. CQutside, the tenperature was hovering around eighty degrees. But
Hat ch was col d.

As a sign notified them of the upconing Cul ver Boul evard exit, Hatch

| eaned forward slightly. He let go of the steering wheel with his right

hand and reached under his seat. "It was here that he went for the...
pulled it out... she was |looking in her purse for sonething.....

He woul d not have been too surprised if he had found a gun under his
seat, for he still had a frighteningly clear recollection of how fluidly
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the dream and reality had m ngl ed, separated, and ningled again |ast
ni ght.

VWay not now, even in daylight? He let out a hiss of relief when he
found that the space beneath his seat was enpty.

"Cops, " Lindsey said.

Hat ch was so caught up in the reconstruction of the events in the
nightmare that he didn't imediately realize what Lindsey was talking
about .

Then he saw bl ack-and-whites and ot her police vehicles parked al ong the
i nterstate.

Bent forward, intently studying the dusty ground before them uniformnmed
of ficers were wal king the shoul der of the highway and picking through
the dry grass beyond it. They were evidently conducting an expanded
search for evidence to discover anything else that m ght have fallen out
of the killer's car before, with, or after the bl onde.

He noticed that every one of the cops was wearing sungl asses, as were he
and Lindsey. The day was eye-stingingly bright.

But the killer had been wearing sungl asses, too, when he had | ooked in
the rearview mirror. Wy would he have been wearing themin the dark in
dense fog, for CGod' s sake?

Shades at night in bad weather was nore than just affectation or
eccentricity. It was weird.

Hatch still had the inaginary gun in his hand, w thdrawn from under the
seat. But because they were noving so nmuch slower than the killer had
been driving, they had not yet reached the spot at which the revol ver
had been fired.

Traffic was creeping bumper-to-bunper not because the rush hour was
heavi er than usual but because notorists were slowing to stare at the
police. It was what the radio traffic reporters called "gawkers'

bl ock."

"He was really barreling along," Hatch said.
"I'n heavy | og"

"And sungl asses. "

"Stupid," Lindsey said.

"No. This guy's smart."

"Sounds stupid to me."

"Fearl ess."” Hatch tried to settle back into the skin of the man with

whom he had shared a body in the nightmare. 1t wasn't easy. Sonething
about the killer was totally alien and sinply resisted analysis. "He's
extrenely cold... <cold and dark inside ... he doesn't think |ike you
or nme.

Hatch struggled to find words to convey what the killer had felt |ike.

"Dirty." He shook his head. "I don't nean he was unwashed, nothing like
that. It's noreas ... . well, as if he was contam nated." He sighed
and gave up. "Anyway, he's utterly fearless. Nothing scares him He

file:/lIG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Hideaway.txt (106 of 246) [2/9/2004 10:01:15 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Hideaway.txt

believes that nothing can hurt him But in his case that's not the sane
as reckl essness. Because... sonehow he's right."

"VWhat ' re you sayi ng-that he's invul nerabl e?"

"No. Not exactly. But nothing you could do to him.. would matter to
him™"
Li ndsey hugged herself. "You make himsound... inhuman."

At the noment the police search for evidence was concentrated in the
quarter of a mle just south of the Culver Boul evard eNt. Wen Hatch
got past that activity, traffic began to nove faster.

The imaginary gun in his right hand seened to take on greater substance.
He coul d al nost feel the cold steel against his palm

When he pointed the phantomrevol ver at Lindsey and gl anced at her, she
wi nced. He saw her clearly, but he could also see, in nenory, the face
of the blonde as she had | ooked up fromher purse with too little
reaction tine even to show surprise

"Here, right here, two shots, fast as I... as he could pull the
trigger," Hatch said, shuddering because the nenory of violence was far
easier to recapture than were the nmood and malign spirit of the gunman

"Big holes in her." He could see it so clearly. "Jesus, it was awful."
He was really intoit. "The way she tore open. And the sound |ike
thunder, the end of the world." The bitter taste of stonach acid rose in
his throat. "She was thrown back by the inpact, against the door,

instantly dead, but the door flew open. He wasn't expecting it to fly
open. He wanted her, she was part of his collection now, but then she
was gone, out into the night, gone, rolling like a piece of litter along
t he bl acktop. "

Caught up in the dream nenory, he ramred his foot down on the brake
pedal , as the killer had done.

"Hat ch, no!"

A car, then another, then a third, swerved around themin Sashes of
chronme and sun-silvered glass, horns blaring, narromy avoiding a
col |'i sion.

Shaki ng hinmsel f out of the menory, Hatch accel erated again, back into
the traffic flow He was aware of people staring at himfrom ot her
cars.

He didn't care about their scrutiny, for he had picked up the trail as
if he were a bl oodhound. It was not actually a scent that he foll owed.

It was an indefinable sonmething that | ed himon, maybe psychic

vi brations, a disturbance in the ether made by the killer's passage just
as a shark's fin would carve a trough in the surface of the sea,

al though the ether had not repaired itself with the alacrity of water

"He considered going back for her, knew it was hopel ess, so he drove on,
Hatch said, aware that his voice had becone | ow and slightly raspy, as
if he were recounting secrets that were painful to reveal

"Then | wal ked into the kitchen, and you were naki ng an odd choki ng,
gaspi ng sound," Lindsey said. "Gipping the edge of the counter tight
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enough to crack the granite. | thought you were having a heart attack-"

"Drove very fast," Hatch said, accelerating only slightly hinself,
"seventy, elghty, even faster, anxious to get away before the traffic
behi nd hi m encountered the body." renenbering that he was not nerely
specul ating on what the killer had done, Lindsey said, "You're
renmenberi ng nore than you dreaned, past the point when | cane into the
ki tchen and woke you."

"Not remenbering,"” he said huskily.
what ?"

"Sensing..."

" Now?"

"Yes."

" How?"

"Sonmehow." He sinply could not explain it better than that. "Sone how, "
he whi spered, and he foll owed the ribbon of pavenent across that largely
flat expanse of |and, which seenmed to darken in spite of the bright
nmorning sun, as if the killer cast a shadow vastly larger than hinself,

a shadow that |ingered behind himeven hours after he had gone. "Eighty
eighty-five... alnost ninety mles an hour... able to see only a

hundred feet ahead." If anything had been there in the fog, the killer

woul d have crashed into it with cataclysmc force. "He didn't take the

first exit, wanted to get farther away than that

kept going going...."

He alnmost didn't slow down in tine to nmake the exit for State Route 133,
whi ch became the canyon road into Laguna Beach. At the |ast noment he
hit the brakes too hard and whi pped the wheel to the right.

The M tsubishi slid as they departed the interstate, but he decreased
speed and | medi ately regained full control

"He got off here?" Lindsey asked.

"Yes."

Hatch followed the new road to the right.
"Did he go into Laguna?"

"I... don't think so

He braked to a conplete halt at a crossroads marked by a stop sign. He
pull ed onto the shoulder. Open country lay ahead, hills dressed in
crisp brown grass. |If he went straight through the crossroads, he'd be
headi ng i nto Laguna Canyon, where devel opers had not yet managed to raze
the wilderness and erect nore tract homes. MIles of brushland and
scattered oaks Banked the canyon route all the way into Laguna Beach.

The killer also might have turned left or right. Hatch |ooked in each
direction, searching for... for whatever invisible signs had guided him
that far.
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After a nonment, Lindsey said, "You don't know where he went from here?"
"H deaway."
"Huh?"

Hat ch blinked, not sure why he had chosen that word. "He went back to
his hi deaway... into the ground...."

"Ground?" Lindsey asked. Wth puzzlenment she surveyed the sere hills.
..... into the darkness..."

"You nmean he went underground sonewhere?"

..... cool, cool silence..."

Hatch sat for a while, staring at the crossroads as a few cars cane and
went. He had reached the end of the trail. The killer was not there;
he knew t hat nuch, but he did not know where the man had gone. Nothing
nore cane to hi mexcept, strangely, the sweet chocolate taste of Oreo
cookies, as intense as if he had just bitten into one.

9

At The Cottage in Laguna Beach, they had a | ate breakfast of honefries,
eggs, bacon, and buttered toast. Since he had died and been
resuscitated, Hatch didn't worry about things |ike his chol esterol count
or the longtermeffects of passive inhalation of other people's
cigarette snoke. He supposed the day would cone when little risks would
seem bi g agai n, whereupon he would return to a diet high in fruits and
veget abl es, scow at smokers who blew their filth his way, and open a
bottle of fine wine with a mxture of delight and a gri m awar eness of
the health consequences of consuning al cohol. At the noment he was
appreciating life too nuch to worry unduly about |osing it agai n-which
was why he was determined not to let the dreans and the death of the

bl onde push himoff the deep end.

Food had a natural tranquilizing effect. Each bite of egg yol k soot hed
hi s nerves.

"Ckay, " Lindsey said, going at her breakfast somewhat |ess heartily than
Hatch did, "let's suppose there was brain danage of sone sort, after
all. But minor. So minor it never showed up on any of the tests. Not
bad enough to cause paralysis or speech problens or anything like that.
In fact, by an incredible stroke of luck, a one in a billion chance,
this brain danage had a freak effect that was actually beneficial. It
coul d' ve nade a few new connections in the cerebral tissues, and |eft
you psychic."

"Bul | ."

"\ 2"

"I''"mnot psychic."

"Then what do you call it?"

"Even if | was psychic, | wouldn't say it was beneficial."

Because the breakfast rush had subsided, the restaurant was not too
busy.

The nearest tables to theirs were vacant. They could discuss the
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morning's events without fear of being overheard, but Hatch kept
gl anci ng around sel f-conci ously anyway.

I medi ately follow ng his reanimation, the nmedia had swarned to Orange
County General Hospital, and in the days after Hatch's rel ease,
reporters had virtually canmped on his doorstep at home. After all, he
had been dead | onger than any man alive, which nade himeligible for
considerably nore than the fifteen m nutes of fane that Andy Warhol had
said woul d eventually be every person's fate in celebrity America

He'd done nothing to earn his fanme. He didn't want it He hadn't fought
his way out of death; Lindsey, Nyebern, and the resuscitation team had
dragged him back He was a private person, content with just the quiet of
the better antique deal ers who knew his shop and traded with him
sonetinmes. 1In fact, the only respect he had was Lindsey's, he was
famous only in her eyes and only for being a good husband, that would be
enough for him By steadfastly refusing to talk to the press, he had
finally convinced themto | eave himal one and chase after whatever newy
born two-headed goat-or its equival ent-was available to fill newspaper
space or a minute of the airwaves between deodorant comrerci al s.

Now, if he revealed that he had come back fromthe dead with sone
strange power to connect with the mind of a psycho killer, swarns of
newspeopl e would d on himagain. He could not tolerate even the
prospect of it. He would find it easier to endure a plague of Kkiller
bees or a hive of Hare Krishna solicitors with collection cups and eyes
gl azed by spiritual transcendence.

"If it's not some psychic ability," Lindsey persisted, "then what it?"
"l don't know. "

"That's not good enough."

"I't could pass, never happen again. It could be a fluke."

"“You don't believe that."

"Well. . . | want to believe it.
"W have to deal with this."

"\ 2"

"W have to try to understand it."
"Ny 2"

"Don't why' me like a five-year-old child."
"\ 2"

"Be serious, Hatch. A woman's dead. She may not be the first. She may
not be the last."

He put his fork on his half-enpty plate, and swal |l owed sone orange juice
to wash down the honefries. "Okay, all right, it's like a psychic

vi sion, yeah, just the way they showit in the novies. But it's nore
than that. Creepier.”

He closed his eyes, trying to think of an analogy. Wen he had it, he
opened his eyes and | ooked around the restaurant again to be sure no new
diners had entered and sat near them
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He | ooked regretfully at his plate. H's eggs were getting cold. He
si ghed.

"You know," he said, "how they say identical twins, separated at birth
and raised a thousand nmles apart by utterly different adopted famlies,

will still growup to live simlar lives?"

"Sure, |'ve heard of that. So?"

"Even raised apart, with totally different backgrounds, they'|ll choose
simlar careers, achieve the sane incone |evels, marry wonmen who
resenmbl e each other, even give their kids the same nanes. |It's uncanny.
And even if they don't know they're twins, even if each of themwas told
he was an only child when he was adopted, they'll sense each other out

there, across the mles, even if they don't know who or what they're
sensi ng.

They have a bond that no one can explain, not even geneticists.”
"So how does this apply to you?"

He hesitated, then picked up his fork. He wanted to eat instead of
tal k.

Eati ng was safe. But she wouldn't let himget away with that. H s eggs
were congealing. Hi s tranquzirers. He put the fork down again.

"Sonetinmes," he said, "I see through this guy's eyes when |I' m sl eepi ng,
and now sonetines | can even feel himout there when |I'm awake, and it's
like the psychic crap in novies, yeah. But | also feel this ..

this bond with himthat | really can't explain or describe to you, no
matter how rmuch you prod ne about it."

"You' re not saying you think he's your twin or something?"

"No, not at all. | think he's a |lot younger than nme, maybe only twenty
or twenty-one. And no blood relation. But it's that kind of bond, that
mystical twin crap, as if this guy and | share sonething, have sone
fundanental quality in comon."

"Li ke what ?"
"I don't know. | wish | did." He paused. He decided to be entirely
truthful. "O maybe | don't."

Later, after the waitress had cleared away their enpty di shes and
brought them strong bl ack coffee, Hatch said, "There's no way |'m going
to go to the cops and offer to help them if that's what you're

t hi nki ng. "

"There is a duty here-"

"l don't know anything that could hel p them anyway."

She bl ew on her hot coffee. "You know he was driving a Pontiac."
"I don't even think it was his."

"\Whose t hen?"

"Stol en, maybe."

"That was sonet hing el se you sensed?"

file:/lIG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Hideaway.txt (111 of 246) [2/9/2004 10:01:15 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Hideaway.txt
"Yeah. But | don't know what he |ooks |ike, his nane, where he lives,
anyt hi ng useful . "

"What if sonething like that cones to you? Wat if you see sonething
that could help the cops?"

"Then 1'1l call it in anonynously."
"They' |l take the information nore seriously if you give it to themin
person."

He felt violated by the intrusion of this psychotic stranger into his
life.

That violation made himangry, and he feared his anger nore than he
feared the stranger, or the supernatural aspect of the situation, or the
prospect of brain danage. He dreaded being driven by sonme extremty to
di scover that his father's hot tenper was within him too, waiting to be
t apped.

"It's a homicide case," he said. "They take every tip seriously in a
murder investigation, even if it's anonynous. |'mnot going to let them
make headl i nes out of me again."

Fromthe restaurant they went across town to Harrison's Antiques, where
Li ndsey had an art studio on part of the top floor in addition to the
one at hone. Wen she painted, a regular change of environnent
contributed to fresher work

In the car, with the sun-spangl ed ocean visible between sonme of the
buildings to their right, Lindsey pressed the point that she had nagged
hi m about over breakfast, because she knew that Hatch's only serious
character flaw was a tendency to be too easy-going. Jimy's death was
the only bad thing in his life that he had never been able to
rationalize, , and put out of mind. And even with that, he had tried to
suppress it rather than face up to his grief, which is why his grief had
a chance to grow

G ven time, and not nuch of it, he'd begin to downplay the inportance of
what had just happened to him

She said, "You've still got to see Nyebern."
"l suppose so."
"Definitely."

"If there's brain damage, if that's where this psychic stuff cones from
you said yourself it was benevol ent brain damage."

"But maybe it's degenerative, naybe it'll get worse."
"I really don't think so," he said. "I feel fine otherw se."
"You' re no doctor."

"Al'l right," he said. He braked for the traffic light at the crossing

to the public beach in the heart of town. "I'Il call him But we have
to see Gujilio later this afternoon."”
"You can still squeeze in Nyebern if he has time for you."

Hatch's father had been a tyrant, quick-tenpered, shatongued, with a
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penchant for subduing his w fe and disciplining his son by the
application of regular doses of verbal abuse in the formof nasty
nmockery, cutting sarcasm or just plain threats. Anything at all could
set Hatch's father off, or nothing at all, because secretly he cherished
irritation and actively sought new sources of it. He was a man who
bel i eved he was not destined to be happy-and he insured that his destiny
was fulfilled by nmaking hinmself and everyone around him mi serable.

Perhaps afraid that the potential for a murderously bad tenper was
within him too, or only because he'd had enough tumult in his life,

Hat ch had consciously striven to make hinmself as nellow as his father
was hi gh-strung, as sweetly tolerant as his father was narrow ninded, as
great hearted as his father was unforgiving, as determined to roll with
all of life's punches as his father was determ ned to punch back at even
i magi nary blows. As a result, he was the nicest man Lindsey had ever
known, the nicest by light-years or by whatever measure niceness was

cal cul ated: bunches, bucketsful, gobs. Somnetines, however, Hatch turned
away from an unpl easantness that had to be dealt with, rather than risk
getting in touch with any negative enotion that was renotely rem ni scent
of his old man's paranoi a and anger.

The |ight changed fromred to green, but three young woren in bikinis
were in the crosswal k, |aden with beach gear and headi ng for the ocean.

Hatch didn't just wait for them He watched themwth a snile of
appreciation for the way they filled out their suits.

"I take it back," Lindsey said.
"What ?"

"I was just thinking what a nice guy you are, too nice, but obviously
you're a piece of |echerous scum"

"Ni ce scum though."
"I'"ll call Nyebern as soon as we get to the shop,"” Lindsey said.

He drove up the hill through the main part of town, past the old Laguna
Hotel . "Okay. But I'msure as hell not going to tell himl'm suddenly
psychic. He's a good man, but he won't be able to sit on that kind of
news.

The next thing | know, my face'll be all over the cover of the Nationa
Inquirer. Besides, |'mnot psychic, not exactly. | don't know what the
hell | amaside fromlecherous scum"™

"So what'Ill you tell hinP"

"Just enough about the dreans so he'll realize how troubling they are
and how strange, so he'll order whatever tests | ought to have. Cood
enough?"

"l guess it'll have to be."

In the tonb-deep bl ackness of his hideaway, curled naked upon the
stained and lunpy nmattress, fast asleep, Vassago saw sunlight, sand, the
sea, and three bikinied girls beyond the windshield of a red car

He was dreami ng and knew he dreaned, which was a peculiar sensation

He rolled with it.
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He saw, as well, the dark-haired and dark-eyed woman about whom he had
dreaned yesterday, when she had been behind the wheel of that sane car.

She had appeared in other dreans, once in a wheel chair, when she had
been | aughi ng and weepi ng at the sanme tine.

He found her nore interesting than the scantily clad beach bunnies
because she was unusually vital. Radiant. Through the unknown nman
driving the car, Vassago sonehow knew t hat the woman had once consi dered
enbraci ng death, had hesitated on the edge of either active or passive
sel fdestruction, and had rejected an early grave water, he saw a watery
vault, cold and suffocating, narrowy escape:'...

where after she had been nore full of life, energetic, and vivid than
ever before. She had cheated death. Denied the devil. Vassago hated
her for that, because it was in the service of death that he had found
meani ng to his own existence.

He tried to reach out and touch her through the body of the man driving
the car. Failed. 1t was only a dream Dreans could not be controll ed.
If he could have touched her, he would have nade her regret that she had
turned away fromthe conparatively painless death by drowning that could
have been hers.

When she noved in with the Harrisons, Regina al nost thought she had died
and gone to Heaven, except she had her own bathroom and she didn't
bel i eve anyone had his own bathroom up in Heaven because in Heaven no
one needed a bathroom They were not all permanently constipated in
Heaven or anything like that, and they certainly didn't just do their
busi ness out in public, for God' s sake (sorry, God), because no one in
his right mnd would want to go to Heaven if it was the kind of place
where you had to watch where you steps. It was just that in Heaven al
the concerns of earthly exi stence passed away.

You didn't even have a body in Heaven; you were probably just a sphere
of mental energy, sort of like a balloon full of golden gl ow ng gas,
drifting around anpbng the angels, singing the praises of God which was
pretty weird when you thought about it, all those glow ng and singing
bal | oons, but the npbst you'd ever have to do in the way of waste
elimnation was nmaybe vent a |i Ne gas now and then, which wouldn't even
snel | bad, probably Iike the sweet incense in church, or perfune.

That first day in the Harrisons' house, |ate Mnday afternoon, the
twenty-ninth of April, she would remenber forever, because they were so
ruce. They didn't even nmention the real reason why they gave her a
choi ce between a bedroom on the second floor and a den on the first
floor that could be converted into a bedroom

"One thing inits favor," M. Harrison said about the den, "is the
Vi ew.

Better than the view fromthe upstairs room"

He led Regina to the big wi ndows that | ooked out on a rose garden ringed
by a border of huge ferns. The view war pretty.

Ms. Harrison said, "And you'd have all these bookshel ves, which you
m ght want to fill up gradually with your own collection, since you're a
book | over."

Actual Iy, without ever hinting at it, their concern was that she m ght
find the stairs troubl esonme. But she didn't mind stairs so much. In
fact she |liked stairs, she |oved stairs, she ate stairs for breakfast.
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In the orphanage, they had put her on the first floor, until she was
eight years old and realized she'd been given ground-| eve

acconmodat i ons because of her clunky |eg brace and deforned right hand,
wher eupon she i medi ately dermanded to be noved to the third floor. The
nuns woul d not hear of it, so she threw a tantrum but the nuns knew how
to deal with that, so she tried withering scorn, but the nuns could not
be withered, so she went on a hunger strike, and finally the nuns
surrendered to her demand on a trial basis. She'd lived on the third
floor for nore than two years, and she had never used the el evator

When she chose the second-floor bedroomin the Harrisons' house, without
havi ng seen it, neither of themtried to talk her out of it, or wondered
aloud if she were "up" to it, or even blinked. She |Ioved themfor that.

The house was gorgeoureamwal | s, white woodwork, nodern furniture m xed
with anti ques, Chinese bow s and vases, everything just so.

When they took her on a tour, Regina actually felt as dangerously clunsy
as she had claimed to be in the neeting in M. CQujilio's office. She
moved with exaggerated care, afraid that she woul d knock over one
precious itemand kick off a chain reaction that would spread across the
entire room then through a doorway into the next roomand fromthere

t hr oughout the house, one beautiful treasure tipping into the next |ike
domi noes in a world chanpi onship toppling contest, two-hundred-year-old
porcel ai ns expl odi ng, antique furniture reduced to match sticks, unti
they were left standing in nounds of worthless rubble, coated with the
dust of what had been a fortune in interior design.

She was so absolutely certain it was going to happen that she wacked
her mind urgently, roomby room for sonething winning to say when
catastrophe struck, after the last exquisite crystal candy di sh had
crashed off the last disintegrating table that had once been the
property of the First King of France. "Qops," did not seem appropriate,
and neither did "Jesus Christ!" because they thought they had adopted a
good Catholic girl not a foul mouthed heathen (sorry, God), and neither
did "somebody pushed ne," because that was a lie, and |ying bought you a
ticket to Hell, though she suspected she was going to wind up in Hel
anyway, considering how she couldn't stop thinking the Lord' s nane in
vain and using vulgarities.

No ball oon full of glow ng golden gas for her.

Throughout the house, the walls were adorned with art, and Regin: noted
that the nost wonderful pieces all had the sane signature at the bottom
right corner: Lindsey Sparling. Even as nmuch of a screwup as she was,
she was snmart enough to figure that the name Lindsey was no coi nci dence
and that Sparling nust be Ms. Harrison's naiden nanme. They were the
strangest and nost beautiful paintings Regina had ever seen, sone of
them so bright and full of good feeling that you had to smile, sone of
them dark and brooding. She wanted to spend a long tinme in front of
each of them sort of soaking themup, but she was afraid M. and Ms.
Harrison woul d think she was a brown-nosing phony, pretending interest
as a way of apol ogi zing for the wi secracks she had nade in M. Qijilio's
of fi ce about paintings on vel vet.

Sonehow she got through the entire house wi thout destroying anything,
and the last roomwas hers. It was bigger than any room at the

or phanage, and she didn't have to share it with anyone. The w ndows
were covered with white plantation shutters. Furnishings included a
corner desk and chair, a bookcase, an arncthair with footstool,

ni ght stands with matching | anp and an amazi ng bed.
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"It's fromabout 1850," Ms. Harrison said, as Regina |l et her hand
glide slowy over the beautiful bed.

"English," M. Harrison said. "Mhogany wi th hand-pai nted decoration
under several coats of |alLAuer."

On the footboard, side rails, and headboard, the dark-red and dark

yel l ow roses and eneral d-green | eaves seened alive, not bright against
the deeply col ored wood but so lustrous and dewy-| ooki ng that she was
sure she would be able to snmell themif she put her nose to their
pet al s.

Ms. Harrison said, "It mght seema little old for a young girl, a
little stuffy "Yes, of course,” M. Harrison said, "we can send it over
to the store, sell it, let you choose sonething you'd |ike, something

modern. This was just furnished as a guest room"

"No," Regina said hastily. "I likeit, |I really do. Could | keep it, I
mean even though it's so expensive?"

"I't's not that expensive," M. Harrison said, "and of course you can
keep anything you want."

"Or get rid of anything you want," Ms. Harrison said.
"Except us, of course," M. Harrison said

"That's right," Ms. Harrison said, "I' mafraid we come with the
house." egina's heart was pounding so hard she could barely get her
br eat h.

Happi ness. And fear. Everything was so wonderful -but surely it
couldn't last. Nothing so good could |ast very | ong.

Sliding, |oovered doors covered one wall of the bedroom and Ms.

Harri son showed Regina a closet behind the mrrors. The hugest closet
in the world. Maybe you needed a closet that size if you were a novie
star, or if you were one of those nmen she had read about, who liked to
dress up in wonen's cl othes sonetinmes, cause then you'd need both a
girls and boy's wardrobe. But it was nuch bigger than she needed; it
woul d hold ten tinmes the clothes that she possessed.

Wth sone enbarrassnment, she | ooked at the two cardboard suitcases she
had brought with her fromSt. Thonmas's. They held everythi ng she owned
in the world. For the first tine in her life, she realized she was
poor .

VWi ch was peculiar, really, not to have understood her poverty before,
since she was an orphan who had inherited nothing. Well, nothing other
than a bumleg and a twisted right hand with two fingers m ssing.

As if reading Regina's mnd, Ms. Harrison said, "Let's go shopping."

They went to South Coast Plaza Mall. They bought her too many cl ot hes,
books, anything she wanted. Regina worried that they were overspendi ng
and woul d have to eat beans for a year to bal ance their budget-she
didn't |ike beans-but they failed to pick up on her hints about the
virtues of frugality. Finally she had to stop them by pretending that
her weak | eg was bothering her

Fromthe mall they went to dinner at an ltalian restaurant. She had
eaten out twice before, but only at a fast-food place, where the owner
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treated all the kids at the orphanage to burgers and fries. This was a
real restaurant, and there was so rmuch to absorb that she could hardly
eat, keep up her end of the table conversation, and enjoy the place all
at the sane tine. The chains weren't made out of hard plastic, and
neither were the knives and forks. The plates weren't either paper or
Styrof oam and drinks canme in actual glasses, which nmust nean that the
custoners in real restaurants were not as clunsy as those in fast-food
pl aces and could be trusted with breakable things. The waitresses
weren't teenagers, and they brought your food to you instead of handing
it across a counter by the cash register. And they didn't nake you pay
for it until after you' d eaten it!

Later, back at the Harrison house, after Regina unpacked her things,
brushed her teeth, put on pajamas, took off her |leg brace, and got into
bed, both the Harrisons canme in to say goodnight. M. Harrison sat on
the edge of her bed and told her that everything m ght seem strange at
first, even unsettling, but that soon enough she would feel at hone,
then he kissed her on the forehead and said, "Sweet dreanms, princess."

Ms. Harrison was next, and she sat on the edge of the bed, too. She
talked for a while about all the things they would do together in the
days ahead. Then she kissed Regina on the cheek, said, "Goodnight,
honey, " and turned off the overhead |ight as she went out the door into
the hall.

Regi na had never before been good ni ghted, so she had not known how to
respond Sone of the nuns were huggers; they liked to give you an
af fecti onate squeeze now and then, but none of themwas a smoocher.

For as far back as Regina could renenber, a flicker of the dormlights
was the signal to be in bed within fifteen m nutes, and when the lights
went out, each kid was responsible for getting tucked in himself. Now
she had been tucked in twi ce and ki ssed goodnight twice, all in the same
eveni ng, and she had been too surprised to kiss either of themin
return, which she now knew she shoul d have done.

"You're such a screwup, Reg," she said al oud.

Lying in her magnificent bed" with the painted roses tw ning around her
in the darkness, Regina could inagi ne the conversation they were having,
right that minute, in their owm bedroom D d she kiss you good night?

No, did she kiss you?

No. Maybe she's a coi dtuh.

Maybe she's a psyche de'non chic Yeah, like that kid in The Oren.
You know what |'m worried about?

She' |l stab us to death in our sleep

lets hide all the kitchen knives.

Better hide the power tools, too.

You still have the gun in the nightstand?

Yeah, but a gun will never stop her

Thank God we have a crowd W'll sleep in shits.

Send her back to the orphanage tonorrow.
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"Such a screwup,” Regina said. "Shit." She sighed. "Sorry, God."

Then she fol ded her hands in prayer and said softly, "Dear God, if

you'll convince the Harrisons to give ne one nore chance, I'll never say
shit' again, and 1'l|l be a better person.” That didn't seemlike a good
enough bargain from God's point of view, so she threw in other

i nducenments: "I'Il continue to keep an A average in school, I'Il never
again put Jelly in the holy water font, and I'I| give serious thought to
becoming a nun." Still not good enough. "And I'll eat beans."

That ought to do it. God was probably proud of beans. After all, He'd
made all kinds of them Her refusal to eat green or wax or Linma or navy
or any other kind of beans had no doubt been noted in Heaven, where they
had her down in the Big Book of Insults to God-Regina, currently age
ten, thinks God pulled a real boner when He created beans. She yawned.
She felt better now about her chances with the Harrisons and about her
relationship with God, though she didn't feel better about the change in
her diet. Anyway, she slept.

2

Whi | e Lindsey was washi ng her face, scrubbing her teeth, and brushing
her hair in the master bathroom Hatch sat in bed with the newspaper

He read the science page fifft, because it contained the real news these
days.

Then he skimred the entertai nnment section and read his favorite conic
strips before turning, at last, to the A section where the | atest
exploits of politicians were as terrifying and darkly amusing as usual

On page three he saw the story about Bill Cooper, the beer deliverynman
whose truck they had found crosswi se on the nountain road that fateful,
snowy ni ght in March.

Wthin a couple of days of being resuscitated, Hatch had heard that the
trucker had been charged with driving under the influence and that the
percentage of alcohol in his blood had been nore than tw ce that
required for a conviction under the aw. George d over, Hatch's
personal attorney, had asked himif he wanted to press a civil suit

agai nst Cooper or the conpany for which he worked, but Hatch was not by
nature |itigious.

Besi des, he dreaded becom ng bogged down in the dull and thorny world of
| awyers and courtroons. He was alive. That was all that mattered.

A drunk driving charge woul d be brought against the trucker without
Hatch's invol venent, and he was satisfied to |l et the systemhandle it.

He had received two pieces of correspondence from W | I|iam Cooper, the
first just four days after his reanimation. It was an apparently
sincere, if long-w nded and obsequi ous, apol ogy seeki ng persona
absol uti on, which was delivered to the hospital where Hatch was
under goi ng physical therapy. "Sue nme if you want," Cooper wote, "I
deserve it. |'d give you everything if you wanted it, though | don't
got nuch, I'mno rich nman. But no natter whether you sue ne or if not,
I nost sincerely hope you'll find it in your generous heart to forgive
me one ways or another. Except for the genius of Dr. Nyebern and his
wonder ful people, you' d be dead for sure, and I'd carry it on ny
conscience all the rest of ny days." He ranbled on in that fashion for
four pages of tightly spaced, cranped, and at tunes inscrutable
handwri ti ng.
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Hat ch had responded with a short note, assuring Cooper that he did not
intend to sue himand that he harbored no aninosity toward him He al so
had urged the man to seek counseling for al cohol abuse if he had not

al ready done so.

A few weeks | ater, when Hatch was living at home again and back at work,
after the media stormhad swept over him a second letter had arrived
from Cooper. Incredibly, he was seeking Hatch's help to get his truck
driving job back, from which he had been renpved subsequent to the
charges that the police had arrayed against him "I been chased down
for driving drunk twice before, it's true," Cooper wote, "but both them
times, | was in ny car, not the truck, on ny own time, not during work
hours. Now ny job is gone, plus they're fixing to take away ny license,
whi ch makes |ife hard. enough, for one thing, how are you going to get
a new job without a license? Now that figure is, fromyour kind answer
to ny last letter, you proved yourself a fine Christian genlleman, so if
you was to speak up on ny behalf, it would be a big help.

After all, you didn't wind updead, and in fact you got a | ot of
publicity out of the whole thing, which nust've hel ped your antique
busi ness a consi derabl e anmount . "

Ast oni shed and uncertain, furious, Hatch had read the letter wthout
answering it in fact he quickly put it out of his mnd, because he was
surprised by how angry he grew whenever he contenplated it.

Now, according to the brief story on page three of the paper, based on a
single technical error in police procedures, Cooper's attorney had won a
di smissal of all charges against him The article included a
one-sentence summary of the accident and a silly reference to Hatch as
"hol ding the record for being dead the longest time prior to a ful
resuscitation,” as if he had arranged the entire ordeal with the hope of
wi nning a place in the next edition of the Guiness Book of Wrld Records
O her revelations in the piece made Hatch curse out |oud and sit up
straight in bed, starting with the news that Cooper was going to sue his
enpl oyer for wongful termnination and expected to get his old job back
or, failing that, a substantial financial settlenent. "I have suffered
considerable humliation at the hands of mny former enployer, subsequent
to which | devel oped a serious stress-related health condition," Cooper
had told reporters, obviously disgorging an attorney-witten statenent
that he had nmenorized. "Yet even M. Harrison has witten to tell ne
that he holds ne bl anmeless for the events of that night."

Anger propelled Hatch off the bed and onto his feet. H's face felt
flushed, and he was shaki ng uncontroll ably.

Ludi crous. The drunken bastard was trying to get his job back by using
Hat ch' s conpassi onate note as an endorsenment, which required a conplete
m srepresentation of what Hatch had actually witten. |t was deceptive.
It was unconsci onabl e.

"OfF all the fucking nerve!" Hatch said fiercely between cl enched teeth.

Dr oppi ng nost of the newspaper at his feet, crunpling the page with the
story in his right hand, he hurried out of the bedroom and descended the
stairs two at atinme. |In the den, he threw the paper on the desk,
banged open a sliding closet door, and jerked out the top drawer on a
three-drawer filing cabinet.

He had saved Cooper's handwitten letters, and although they were not on
printed stationery, he knew the trucker had included not only a return
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address but a phone nunber on both pieces of correspondence. He was so
di sturbed, he flicked past the correct file folder-labeled MIIls and
cursed softly but fluently when he couldn't find it, then searched
backward and pulled it out. As he pawed through the contents, other
letters slipped out of the folder and clattered to the floor at his
feet.

Cooper's second letter had a tel ephone nunber carefully hand-printed at
the top. Hatch put the disarranged file folder on the cabinet and
hurried to the phone on the desk. H's hand was shaking so badly that he
couldn't read the number, so he put the letter on the blotter, in the
cone of light fromthe brass desk |anp.

He punched W/ Iiam Cooper's nunber, intent on telling himoff. The |ine
was busy.

He jammed his thunb down on the di sconnect button, got the dial tone,
and tried again. Still busy.

"Sonof abitch!" He sl ammed down the receiver, but snatched it up again
because there was nothing else he could do to let off steam He tried
the nunber a third tine, using the redial button. It was still busy, of
course, because no nore than half a minute had passed since the first
time he had tried it. He smashed the handset into the cradle so hard he
m ght have broken the phone.

On one level he was startled by the savagery of the act, the
childishness of it. But that part of himwas not in control, and the
mere awar eness that he was over the top did not help himregain a grip
on hinsel f.

" Hat ch?"

He | ooked up in surprise at the sound of his nane and saw Li ndsey, in
her bat hrobe, standing in the doorway between the den and the foyer.

Frowni ng, she said, "Wat's wong?"

"What's wong?" he asked, his fury growing irrationally, as if she were
sonmehow in | eague with Cooper, as if she were only pretending to be
unaware of this latest turn of events. "I'Il tell you what's wong.

They let this Cooper bastard off the hook! The son of a bitch kills ne,
runs me of f the goddammed road and kill me, then slips off the hook and
has the nerve to try to use the letter | wote himto get his job back!"
He snatched up the crunpl ed newspaper and shook it at her, al nost

accusingly, as if she knew what was in it. "Get his job back-so he can
run someone el se off the fucking road and kill them™
Looki ng worried and confused, Lindsey stepped into the den. "They |et

hi moff the hook? How?"

"Atechnicality. Isn't that cute? A cop misspells a word on the
citation or sonething, and the guy wal ks!"

"Honey, cal m down-"
"Cal m down? Cal m down?" He shook the crunpl ed newspaper again.

"You know what else it says here? The jerk sold his story to that

sl eazy tabl oid, the one that kept chasing after ne, and | wouldn't have
anything to do with them So now this drunken son of a bitch sells them
the story about"-he was spraying spittle he was so angry; he flattened

file:/lIG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Hideaway.txt (120 of 246) [2/9/2004 10:01:15 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Hideaway.txt

out the newspaper, found the article, read fromit-"about his enotiona
ordeal and his role in the rescue that saved M. Harrison's life." Wat
role did he have in ny rescue? Except he used his CBto call for help
after we went off the road, which we wouldn't have done if he hadn't
been there in the first place! He's not only keeping his driver's
|icense and probably going to get his job back, but he's naki ng noney
off the whole dam thing! If | could get nmy hands on the bastard, 1'd
kill him | swear | would!"

"You don't nean that," she said, |ooking shocked.

"You better believe | do! The irresponsible, greedy bastard. [|'d |ike
to kick himin the head a few tines to knock sone sense into him pitch
himinto that freezing riven"

"Honey, |ower your void"
"Wy the hell should | |ower ny voice in ny own-"
"You'll wake Regina."

It was not the mention of the girl that jolted himout of his blind
rage, but the sight of hinself in the mrrored closet door beside
Li ndsey.

Actually, he didn't see hinself at all. for an instant he saw a young
man with thick black hair falling across his forehead, wearing gl asses,
all in black. He knew he was |ooking at the killer, but the killer

seemed to be himAt that nonent they were one and the sane. That
aberrant thought the young nan's image-a in a second or two, |eaving
Hatch staring at his reflection

Stunned | ess by the hallucination than by that nonentary confusion of
identity, Hatch gazed into the mrror and was appall ed as nuch by what
he saw now as by the brief glinpse of the killer. He |ooked apoplectic.
His hair was disarranged. Hs face was red and contorted with rage, and
his eyes were... wld. He rem nded hinself of his father, which was
unt hi nkabl e, intol erable.

He coul d not remenber the last time he had been that angry. 1In fact he
had never been in a conparable rage. Until now, he'd thought he was

i ncapabl e of that kind of outburst or of the intense anger that could
lead to it.

"I... 1 don't know what happens" He dropped the crunpl ed page of the
newspaper. It struck his desk and fell to the floor with a crisp
rustling noise that wought an inexplicably vivid picture in his mnd
dry brown | eaves tunbling in a breeze along the cracked pavenent in a
crunmbl i ng, condemed anusenent park and for just a nonent he was there,
wi th weeds sprouting up around himfromcracks in the bl acktop, dead

| eaves whi ppi ng past, the moon glaring down through the el aborate
open-beam supports of a rollercoaster track. Then he was in his office
agai n, |eani ng weakly agai nst his desk

"Hatch"" He blinked at her, unable to speak

"What's wong?" she asked, noving quickly to him She touched his arm
tentatively, as if she thought he m ght shatter fromthe contact-or
perhaps as if she expected himto respond to her touch with a bl ow
struck in anger.

He put his arns around her, and hugged her tightly. "Lindsey, |I'm
sorry. | don't know what happened, what got into nme."
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"It's all right.”

"No, it isn'"t. | was so. .. so furious."
"You were just angry, that's all."
"I"'msorry," he repeated niserably.

Even if it had appeared to her to be nothing but anger, he knew that it
had been nore than that, sonething strange, a terrible rage. Wite hot.

Psychotic. He had felt an edge beneath him as if he were teetering on
the brink of a precipice, with only his heels planted on solid ground.

To Vassago's eyes, the monunent of Lucifer cast a shadow even in

absol ute darkness, but he could still see and enjoy the cadavers in
their postures of degradation. He was enraptured by the organic coll age
that he had created, by the sight of the hunmbled forns and the stench
that arose fromthem Hi s hearing was not renptely as acute as his

ni ght vision, but he did not believe that he was entirely inmagining the
soft, wet sounds of deconposition to which he swayed as a nusic | over

m ght sway to strains of |l eethoven

When he was suddenly overcone by anger, he was not sure why. It was a
qui et sort of rage at first, curiously unfocused. He opened hinself to
it, enjoyed it, fed it to make it grow.

A vision of a newspaper Bashed through his nmind. He could not see it
clearly, but something on the page was the cause of his anger. He
squinted as if narrowing his eyes would hel p himsee the words.

The vision passed, but the anger remained. He nurtured it the way a
happy man m ght consciously force a | augh beyond its natural span just
because the sound of |aughter buoyed him Wrds blurted fromhim "O
all the fucking nerve!"

He had no idea where the exclamation had cone from just as he had no
i dea why he had said the nanme "Lindsey" out loud in that |ounge in
Newport Beach, several weeks ago, when these weird experiences had
begun.

He was so abruptly energi zed by anger that he turned away fromhis
collection and stal ked across the enornous chanber, up the ranp down

whi ch the gargoyl e gondol as had once plunged, and out into the night,
where the nmoon forced himto put on his sunglasses again. He could not
stand still. He had to nove, nove. He wal ked the abandoned ni dway, not
sure who or what he was | ooking for, curious about what woul d happen
next .

Di sjointed i mages fl ashed through his mnd, none remnaining | ong enough
to allow contenpl ati on: the newspaper, a book-lined den, a filing
cabinet, a hand-witten letter, a telephone.... He wal ked faster and
faster, pivoting suddenly onto new avenues or into narrower passageways
bet ween the decaying buildings, in a fruitless search for a connection
that would link himnore clearly with the source of the pictures that
appeared and swiftly faded from his mnd.

As he passed the roller coaster, cold noonlight fell through the maze of
supporting crossbeans and glinted off the track in such a way as to make
those twin ribbons of steel look like rails of ice. Wen he lifted his
gaze to stare at the nonolithic-and suddenly nysterious structure, an
angry exclamation burst fromhim "Pitch himinto that freezing river!"
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A woman sai d, Honey, |ower your voice.

Though he knew that her voice had arisen fromwithin him as an auditory
adjunct to the fragnentary visions, Vassago turned in search of her
anyway. She was there. 1In a bathrobe. Standing just this side of a
doorway that had no right to be where it was, with no walls surroundi ng
it. To the left of the doorway, to the right of it, and above it, there
was only the night. The silent anusenent park. But beyond the doorway,
past the woman who stood in it, was what appeared to be the entrance
foyer of a house, a small table with a vase of flowers, a stairway
curving up to a second fl oor

She was the worman he had thus far seen only in his dreanms, first in a
wheel chair and nost recently in a red automobile on a sun-spl ashed

hi ghway. As he took a step toward her, she said, You'll wake Reg He
hal t ed, not because he was afraid of waking Regi na, whoever the hell she

was, and not because he still didn't want to get his hands on the wonan,
whi ch he did-he was so vital -but because he becanme aware of a
full-length mirror to the left of the Twilight-the door, a mirror

floating inpossibly in the night air. It was filled with his
reflection, except that it was not himbut a man he had never seen
before, his size but maybe twice his age, lean and fit, his face
contorted in rage.

The | ook of rage gave way to one of shock and di sgust, and both Vassago
and the man in the vision turned fromthe mrror to the woman in the
doorway. "Lindsey, |I'msorry," Vassago said.

Li ndsey. The name he had spoken three tines at that |ounge in Newport
Beach.

Until now, he had not linked it to this woman who, nanel ess, had
appeared so often in his recent dreans.

"Li ndsey," Vassago repeated.

He was speaking of his own volition this tinme, not repeating what the
man in the mrror was saying, and that seened to shatter the vision

The nmirror and the reflection in it flewapart in a billion shards, as
did the doorway and the dark-eyed woman.

As the hushed and nmoon-washed park reclainmed the night, Vassago reached
out with one hand toward the spot where the woman had stood.

"Lindsey." He longed to touch her. So alive, she was. "Lindsey." He
wanted to cut her open and enfold her heating heart in both hands, unti
its nmetronomc punping slowed. .. slowed. .. slowed to a full stop

He wanted to be holding her heart when |ife retreated fromit and death
t ook possessi on.

As swiftly as the flood of rage had poured into Hatch, it drained out of
him He balled up the pages of the newspaper and threw themin the
wast e can beside the desk, without glancing again at the story about the
truck driver. Cooper was pathetic, a self-destructive |oser who woul d
bring his own puni shment down upon hinself sooner or later; and it would
be worse than anything that Hatch woul d have done to him

Li ndsey gathered the letters that were scattered on the floor in front
of the filing cabinet. She returned themto the file folder |abeled US
BUS.
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The letter from Cooper was on the desk beside the tel ephone. Wen Hatch
picked it up, he |ooked at the hand-written address at the top, above
the tel ephone nunber, and a ghost of his anger returned. But it was a
pale spirit of the real thing, and in a monent it vanished like a
revenant .

He took the letter to Lindsey and put it in the file folder, which she
reinserted into the cabinet.

St andi ng i n noonglare and ni ght breeze, in the shadow of the roller
coaster, Vassago waited for additional visions.

He was intrigued by what had transpired, though not surprised. He had
travel ed Beyond. He knew another world existed, separated fromthis one
by the flimsiest of curtains. Therefore, events of a supernatura

nature did not astonish him

Just when he began to think that the enigmatic epi sode had reached a
concl usi on, one nore vision flickered through his mnd. He saw a single
page of a hand-written letter. White, |ined paper. Blue ink

At the top was a nane. WIlliam X  Cooper. And an address in the city
of Tusti n.

"Pitch himinto that freezing river," Vassago nuttered, and knew somehow
that WIliam Cooper was the object of the unfocused anger that had
overcone himwhen he was with his collection in the funhouse, and which
|ater seened to link himwi th the man he had see in the mrror

It was an anger he had embraced and amplified because he wanted to
under st and whose anger it was and why he could feel it, but also because
anger was the yeast in the bread of violence, and viol ence was the
staple of his diet.

Fromthe roller coaster he went directly to the subterranean garage.
Two cars waited there

Morton Redl ow s Pontiac was parked in the farthest corner, in the
deepest shadows. Vassago had not used it since |ast Thursday night,
when he had killed Redl ow and | ater the blonde. Though he believed the
fog had provi ded adequate cover, he was concerned that the Pontiac m ght
have been glinpsed by w tnesses who had seen the worman tunble fromit on
the freeway.

He longed to return to the | and of endless night and eternal dammation,
to be once nore anong his own kind, but he did not want to be gunned
down by police until his collection was finished. If his offering was
i nconpl ete when he died, he believed that he woul d be deened as yet
unfit for Hell and would be pulled back into the world of the living to
start another collection.

The second car was a pearl-gray Honda that had bel onged to a worman naned
Renat a Desseux, whom he had cl ubbed on the back of the head in a

shoppi ng-mal | parking | ot on Saturday night, two nights after the fiasco
with the blonde. She, instead of the punker naned Lisa, had becone the
| atest addition to his collection.

He had renoved the license plates fromthe Honda, tossed themin the
trunk, and later replaced themwith plates stolen off an old Ford on the
outskirts of Santa Ana. Besides, Hondas were so ubiquitous that he felt
safe and anonynous in this one. He drove off the park grounds and out
of the county's largely unpopul ated eastern hills toward the panorama of
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golden light that filled the | ow ands as far south and as far north as
he could see, fromthe hills to the ocean

Urban spraw .
Cvilization.
Hunt i ng grounds.

The very imensity of southern California-thousands of square niles,
tens of mllions of people, even excluding Ventura County to the north
and San Di ego County to the south-was Vassago's ally in his
determnation to acquire the pieces of his collection w thout arousing
the interest of the police. Three of his victinms had been taken from
different communities in Los Angeles County, two from Riverside, the
rest from Orange County, spread over many nonths. Anmpong the hundreds of
m ssing persons reported during that time, his few acquisitions would
not affect the statistics enough to alarmthe public or alert the
anthorities.

He was al so abetted by the fact that these |ast years of the century and
the mllenniumwere an age of inconstancy. Many people changed j obs,

nei ghbors, friends, and marriages with little or no concern for
continuity inlife. As aresult, there were fewer people to notice or
care when any one person vani shed, fewer to harass authorities into a
meani ngf ul response.

And nore often than not, those who di sappeared were |ater discovered in
changed circunmstances of their own invention. A young executive m ght
trade the grind of corporate life for a job as a bl ackjack dealer in
Vegas or Reno, and a young not her-disillusioned with the demands of an
infant and an infantile husband-mi ght end up dealing cards or serving
drinks or dancing topless in those same cities, |leaving on the spur of
the moment, blowing off their past lives as if a standard niddl e-cl ass
exi stence was as nuch a cause for shane as a crimnal background.

O hers were found deep in the arnms of various addictions, living in
cheap rat-infested hotels that rented rooms by the week to the

gl assy-eyed | egions of the counterculture. Because it was California,
many m ssing persons eventually turned up in religious comrunes in
Marrin County or in Oregon, worshipping sone new god or new
mani f estati on of an old god or even just sone shrewd- nan who said he
was Cod.

It was a new age, disdaining tradition. It provided for whatever
lifestyle one wished to pursue. Even one |like Vassago's.

If he had | eft bodies behind, simlarities in the victins and nethods of
murder woul d have Iinked them The police would have realized that one
perpetrator of unique strength and cunning was on the prow, and they
woul d have established a special task force to find him

But the only bodies he had not taken to the Hell bel ow the funhouse were
those of the blonde and the private detective. No pattern would be
deduced fromjust those two corpses, for they had died in radically
different ways. Besides, Mrton Redl ow m ght not be found for weeks
yet.

The only |inks between Redl ow and the punker were the detective's

revol ver, with which the wonman had been shot, and his car, out of which
she had fallen. The car was safely hidden in the farthest corner of the
| ong- abandoned park garage. The gun was in the Styrofoamcooler wth

file:/lIG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Hideaway.txt (125 of 246) [2/9/2004 10:01:15 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Hideaway.txt

the Oreo cooki es and other snacks, at the bottom of the el evator shaft
nmore than two Boors bel ow the | nnhouse. He did not intend to use it
agai n.

He was unarmed when, after driving far north into the county, he arrived
at the address he had seen on the hand-witten letter in the vision

WIlliam X. Cooper, whoever the hell he was and if he existed, lived in
an attractive garden-at conplex called PalmCoort. The nane of the

pl ace and the street nunber were carved in a decorative woden sign
floodlit fromthe front and backed by the pronised pal ns.

Vassago drove pastPal nCourt, turned right attheoorner, aadparked two

bl ocks away. He didn't want anyone to renenber the Honda sitting in
front of the building. He didn't flat-out intend to kill this Cooper,
just talk to him ask himsone questions about the dark-a dark-eyed
bitch named Lindsey. |Ilu the was situation he did not understand, and
he to take every precaution. Besides, the truth was, these days he
killed npst of the people to whom he bothered to talk with for any

I ength of tine.

After closing the file drawer and turning off the lanp in the den, Hatch
and Lindsey stopped at Regina's roomto make sure she was all right,
moving quietly to the side of her bed. The hall light, falling through
her door, revealed that the girl was sound asleep. The snall knuckl es
of one fisted hand were against her chin. She was breathing evenly
through slightly opened lips. |If she , her dreams nmust have been pat.

Hatch felt his heart pinch as he | ooked at her, for she seened so
desperately young. He found it hard to believe that he had ever been as
young as Regi na was just then, for youth was innocence. Having been

rai sed under the hateful and oppressive hand of his father, he had
surrendered i nnocence at an early age in return for an intuitive grasp
of aberrant psychol ogy that had permitted himto survive in a hone where
anger and brutal "discipline" were the rewards for innocent nistakes and
m sunder st andi ngs. He knew t hat Regi na could not be as tender as she

| ooked, for life had given her reasons of her own to develop thick skin
and an arnored heart.

Tough as they m ght be, however, they were both vul nerable, child and
man. |In fact, at that noment Hatch felt nore vul nerable than the girl.

If given a choice between her inability the game leg, the tw sted and

i nconpl et e hand-and what ever damage had been done to sonme deep regi on of
his brain, he would have opted for her physical inpairments w thout
hesitation. After recent experiences, including the inexplicable

escal ation of his anger into blind rage, Hatch did not feel entirely in
control of hinmself. And fromthe time he had been a small boy, with the
terrifying exanple of his father to shape his fears, he had feared

not hing half as rmuch as being out of control.

I will not fail you, he pronised the sleeping child.

He | ooked at Lindsey, to whom he owed his lives, both of them before
and after dying. Silently he nade her the sanme pronmise: | will not fai
you.

He wondered if they were prom ses he could keep

Later, in their own room with the lights out, as they lay on their
separate hal ves of the bed, Lindsey said, "The rest of the test results
shoul d be back to Dr. Nyebern tonorrow. "
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Hat ch had spent nobst of Saturday at the hospital, giving blood and urine
samples, subnmitting to the prying of X-ray and sonogram nachi nes.

At one point he had been hooked up to nore el ectrodes than the creature
that Dr. Frankenstein, in those old novies, had energized fromkites
sent aloft in a lightning storm

He said, "Wen | spoke to himtoday, he told me everything was | ooking
good. |'msure the rest of the tests will all cone in negative, too.

What ever's happening to ne, it has nothing to do with any nental or
physi cal damage fromthe accident or frombe.... dead. |'mhealthy,
I'' mokay."

"Ch, God, | hope so."
"I'"'mjust fine."
"Do you really think so?"

"Yes, | really think so, | really do." He wondered how he could lie to
her so snobothly. Maybe because the lie was not neant to hurt or harm
merely to soothe her so she could get sone sl eep

"I love you," she said.

"I love you, too

In a couple of mnutes- shortly before m dnight, according to the
digital clock at the bedside-she was asl eep, snoring softly.

Hatch was unable to sleep, worrying about what he night learn of his
future-or lack of it-tomorrow. He suspected that Dr. Nyebern would be
gray-faced and grim bearing sonber news of some neani ngful shadow
detected in one | obe of Hatch's brain or another, a patch of dead cells,
| esion, cyst, or tunor. Sonething deadly. Inoperable. And certain to
get worse

Hi s confidence had been increasing slowy ever since he had gotten past
the events of Thursday night and Friday norning, when he had dreanmed of
the blonde's nurder and, later, had followed the trail of the killer to
the Route 133 off-ranp fromthe San Di ego Freeway. The weekend had been
uneventful . The day just past, enlivened and uplifted by Regina's
arrival, had been delightful. Then he had seen the newspaper piece
about Cooper, and had | ost control

He hadn't told Lindsey about the stranger's reflection that he had seen
in the den mrror. This time he was unable to pretend that he m ght
have been sl eepwal ki ng, half awake, half dream ng He had been wi de
awake, which neant the image in the mirror was an hall ucination of one
kind or another. A healthy, undanaged brain didn't hallucinate. He
hadn't shared that terror with her because he knew, with the receipt of
the test results tonorrow, there would be fear enough to go around.

Unabl e to sl eep, he began to think about the newspaper story again, even
though he didn't want to chewon it any nore. He tried to direct his
t houghts away from W1 I iam Cooper, but he returned to the subject the
way he might have obsessively probed at a sore tooth with his tongue.

It alnost seened as if he were being forced to think about the truck
driver, as if a giant nental magnet was pulling his attention inexorably
in that direction. Soon, to his dismay, anger rose in himagain. Wrse,
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al nost at once, the anger exploded into fury and a hunger for violence
so intense that he had to fist his hands at his sides and clench his
teeth and struggle to keep fromletting |oose a primal cry of rage.

From t he banks of nmail boxes in the breezeway at the main entrance to the
garden apartnents, Vassago |earned that WIIliam Cooper was in apartnent
twenty-eight. He followed the breezeway into the courtyard, which was
lined with palms and ficuses and ferns and too many | andscape lights to
pl ease him and he clinmbed an exterior staircase to the covered bal cony
that served the second-floor units of the two-story conpl ex.

No one was in sight. PalmCourt was silent, peaceful

Though it was a few m nutes past mdnight, lights were on in the Cooper
apartnment. Vassago could hear a television turned | ow.

The wi ndow to the right of the door was covered with Levol or blinds.

The slats were not tightly closed. Vassago could see a kitchen
illumnated only by the lowwattage bulb in the range hood.

To the left of the door a | arger wi ndow | ooked onto the bal cony and
courtyard fromthe apartnent living room The drapes were not drawn al
the way shut. Through the gap, a man could be seen slunped in a big
recliner with his feet up in front of the television. this head was
tilted to one side, his face toward the wi ndow, and he appeared to be
asleep. A glass containing an inch of golden |iquid stood beside a

hal f-enpty bottle of Jack Daniel's on a small table next to the
recliner.

A bag of cheese puffs had been knocked off the table, and some of the
bri ght orange contents had scattered across the bile-green carpet.

Vassago scanned the balcony to the left, right, and on the other side of
the courtyard. Still d.

He tried to slide open Cooper's living-roomw ndow, but it was either
corroded or |ocked. He noved to the right again, toward the kitchen

wi ndow, but he stopped at the door on the way and, without any rea
hope, tried it. The door was unl ocked. He pushed it open, went inside
and | ocked it behind him

The man in the recliner, probably Cooper, did not stir as Vassago
quietly pulled the drapes all the way shut across the big |iving-room
wi ndow. No one el se, passing on the bal cony, would be able to | ook

i nsi de.

Al ready assured that the kitchen, dining area, and |iving roomwere
deserted, Vassago noved catli ke through the bathroom and two bedroons
(one without furniture, used primarily for storage) that conprised the
rest of the apartnent. The nman in the recliner was al one.

On the dresser in the bedroom Vassago spotted a wallet and a ring of
keys. In the wallet he found fifty-eight dollars, which he took, and a
driver's license in the nane of WIlliam X. Cooper. The photograph on
the license was of the man in the living room a few years younger and,
of course, not in a drunken stupor

He returned to the living roomw th the intention of waki ng Cooper and
having an informative little chat with him Wo is Lindsey? Where does
she live?

But as he approached the recliner, a current of anger shot through him
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too sudden and causel ess to be his own, as if he were a human radi o that
recei ved ot her people's enptions. And what he was receiving was the
sanme anger that had suddenly struck himwhile he had been with his
collection in the funhouse hardly an hour ago. As before, he opened
hinself to it, anplified the current with his own singular rage,
wondering if he would receive visions, as he had on that previous
occasion. But this tine, as he stood | ooking down on WIIiam Cooper,
the anger Bared too abruptly into insensate fury, and he | ost control

Fromthe tabl e beside the recliner, he grabbed the Jack Daniel's by the
neck of the bottle.

Lying rigid in his bed, hands fisted so tightly that even his blunt
fingernails were gouging painfully into his palns, Hatch had the crazy
feeling that his mnd had been invaded. His flicker of anger had been
i ke opening a door just a hairline crack but wi de enough for sonething
on the other side to get a grip and tear it off its hinges. He felt
sonet hi ng unnaneable stormng into him a force without form or
features, defined only by its hatred and rage. Its fury was that of the
hurri cane, the typhoon, beyond nere human di nensi ons, and he knew t hat
he was too small a vessel to contain all of the anger that was punping
into him He felt as if he would expl ode, shatter as if he were not a
man but a crystal figurine.

The hal f-full bottle of Jack Daniel's whacked the side of the sleeping
man's head with such inpact that it was alnost as |oud as a shotgun
bl ast .

Wi skey and sharp fragnments of gl ass showered up, rained down,
splattered and clinked against the tel evision set, the other furniture,
and the walls. The air was filled with the velvety aroma of corn-nmash
bourbon, but underlying it was the scent of blood, for the gashed and
battered side of Cooper's face was bl eedi ng copi ously.

The man was no | onger nerely sleeping. He had been hammered into a
deeper | evel of unconsci ousness.

Vassago was left with just the neck of the bottle in his hand. It
termnated in three sharp spi kes of glass that dripped bourbon and nade
hi mthi nk of snake fangs glistening with venom Shifting his grip, he
rai sed the weapon above his head and brought it down, letting out a
fierce hiss of rage, and the glass serpent bit deep into WIliam
Cooper's face.

The vol canic wath that erupted into Hatch was unlike anything he had
ever experienced bel bee, far beyond any rage that his father had ever
achieved. Indeed, it was nothing he could have generated within hinself
for the same reason that one could not manufacture sulfuric acid in a
paper caul dron: the vessel would be dissolved by the substance it was
required to contain. A high-pressure |ava flow of anger gushed into
him so hot that he wanted to scream so white-hot that he had no tine
to scream Consci ousness was burned away, and he fell into a mercifully
dreanl ess darkness where there was neither anger nor terror.

Vassago realized that he was shouting with wordl ess, savage gl ee.

After a dozen or twenty bl ows, the glass weapon had utterly
disintegrated. He finally, reluctantly dropped the short fragment of
the bottle neck still in his white-knuckled grip. Snarling, he threw

hi nsel f agai nst the Naugahyde recliner, tipping it over and rolling the
dead man onto the bile-green carpet. He picked up the end table and
pitched it into the television set, where Hunphrey Bogart was sitting in
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amlitary courtroom rolling a couple of ball bearings in his |eathery
hand, tal ki ng about strawberri es.

The screen inpl oded, and Bogart was transformed into a shower of yell ow
sparks, the sight of which ignited new fires of destructive fury in
Vassago. He kicked over a coffee table, tore two It Mart prints off the
wal | s and smashed the gl ass out of the franes, swept a collection of
cheap ceram ¢ kni ckknacks off the mantel. He woul d have |iked nothing
better than to have continued fromone end of the apartment to the
other, pulling all the dishes out of the kitchen cabinets and smashi ng
them reducing all the glassware to bright shards, seizing the food in
the refrigerator and heaving it against the walls, hanmering one piece
of furniture against another until everything was broken and splintered,
but he was halted by the sound of a siren, distant now, rapidly draw ng
nearer, the neaning of it penetrating even through the m st of bl ood
frenzy that clouded his thoughts. He headed for the door, then swi nging
away fromit, realizing that people m ght have come out into the
courtyard or mght be watching fromtheir wi ndows. He ran out of the
l'iving room back the short hall, to the window in the master bedroom
where he pulled aside the drapes and | ooked onto the roof over the

bui |l di ng-1ong carport. An alleyway, bordered by a block wall, |ay
beyond. He twi sted open the latch on the doubl e-hung w ndow, shoved up
the bottom hall, squeezed through, dropped onto the roof of the Iong
carport, rolled to the edge, fell to the pavenent, and | anded on his
feet as if he were a cat. He lost his sungl asses, scooped them up, put
them on again. He sprinted left, toward the back of the property, with
the siren | ouder now, much | ouder, very close. Wen he cane to the next
flank of the eight-foot-high concrete-block wall that ringed the
property, he swiftly clanbered over it with the agility of a spider
skittering up any porous surface, and then he was over, into another

al | eyway serving carports along the back of another apartnment conpl ex,
and so he ran from serviceway to serviceway, picking a route through the
maze by sheer instinct, and cane out on the street where he had parked,
hal f a block fromthe pearl-gray Honda. He got in the car, started the
engi ne, and drove away fromthere as sedately as he coul d manage,
sweating and breathing so hard that he steaned up the w ndows.

Reveling in the fragrant nel ange of bourbon, blood, and perspiration, he
was trenendously excited, so profoundly satisfied by the violence he had
unl eashed that he pounded the steering wheel and | et out peels of

| aughter that had a shrieky edge.

For a while he drove randonmly fromone street to another with no idea
where he was headed. After his laughter faded, when his heart stopped
racing, he gradually oriented hinself and struck out south and east, in
the general direction of his hideaway.

If WIIliam Cooper could have provided any connection to the wonman naned
Li ndsey, that |ead was now cl osed to Vassago forever. He wasn't
worried. He didn't know what was happening to him why Cooper or

Li ndsey or the man in the mrror had been brought to his attention by
these supernatural neans. But he knew that if he only trusted in his
dark god, everything would eventually be made clear to him

He was beginning to wonder if Hell had let himgo willingly, returning
himto the land of the living in order to use himto deal with certain
peopl e whom t he god of darkness wanted dead. Perhaps he'd not been
stolen fromHell, after all, but had been sent back to life on a m ssion
of destruction that was only slowly becom ng conprehensi bl e.

If that were the case, he was pleased to nake hinself the instrument of
the dark and powerful divinity whose conpany he | onged to rejoin, and he
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anxi ously awai ted whatever task he m ght he assigned next.

Toward dawn, after several hours in a deep slunber of al nbst deathlike
perfection, Hatch woke and did not know where he was. For a nonment he
drifted in confusion, then washed up on the shore of nenory: the
bedroom Lindsey breathing softly in her sleep beside him the ash-gray
first light of norning like a fine silver dust on the w ndowpane WWen he
Bed the inexplicable and i nhunman fit of rage that had sl amred through
himw th paralytic force, Hatch stiffened with fear. He tried to
renenber where that spiraling anger had led, in what act of violence it
had cul mi nated, but his mnd was blank. It seened to himthat he had
sinply blacked out, as if that usually intense fury had overl oaded the
circuits in his brain and blown a fuse or two.

Passed out-or blacked out? There was a fateful difference between the
two. Passed out, he m ght have been in bed all night, exhausted, as
still as a stone on the floor of the sea. But if he blacked out,
remai ni ng consci ous but unaware of what he was doing, in a psychotic
fugue, God al one knew what he m ght have done.

Suddenly he sensed that Lindsey was in grave danger

Heart hanmering agai nst the cage of his ribs, he sat up in bed and
| ooked at her. The dawn |ight at the wi ndow was too soft to reveal her
clearly. She was only a shadowy shape agai nst the sheets.

He reached for the switch on the bedside | anp, but then hesitated. He
was afraid of what he m ght see

I woul d never hurt Lindsey, never, he thought desperately.

But he remenbered all too well that, for a nmonment |ast night, he had not
been entirely hinself. H s anger at Cooper had seened to open a door
within him letting in a nonster from sone vast darkness beyond.

Trenbling, he finally clicked the switch. In the lanplight he saw that
Li ndsey was untouched, as fair as ever, sleeping with a peaceful snile.

Geatly relieved, he switched off the |anp and thought of Regina. The
engi ne of anxiety revved up again.

Ri di cul ous. He woul d no sooner harm Regi na than Lindsey. She was a
def ensel ess chil d.

He coul d not stop shaking, wondering.

He slipped out of bed w thout disturbing his wife. He picked up his
bat hrobe fromthe back of the arnthair, pulled it on, and quietly left
the room

Barefoot, he entered the hall, where a pair of skylights admitted | arge
pi eces of the nmorning, and followed it to Regina's room He noved
swiftly at first, then nore slowy, weighed down by dread as heavy as a
pair of iron boots.

He had a nmental image of the flower-painted mahogany bed splashed with
bl ood, the sheets sodden and red. For sone reason, he had the crazy
notion that he would find the child with fragments of glass in her
ravaged face. The weird specificity of that inmage convinced himthat he
had, indeed, done sonething unthinkabl e after he had bl acked out.

When he eased open the door and | ooked into the girls room she was
sl eeping as peacefully as Lindsey, in the sane posture he had seen her
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in last night, when he and Lindsey had checked on her before going to
bed.

No bl ood. No broken gl ass.

Swal | owi ng hard, he pulled the door shut and returned along the hall as
far as the first skylight. He stood in the fall of dimnorning |light,

| ooking up through the tinted glass at a sky of indeternmnate hue, as if
an expl anation would suddenly be wit |arge across the heavens.

No expl anation came to him He renai ned confused and anxi ous.

At | east Lindsey and Regina were fine, untouched by whatever presence he
had connected with |ast night.

He was reminded of an old vanpire novie he had once seen, in which a

wi zened priest had warned a young worman that the undead could enter her
house only if she invited thembut that they were cunning and
persuasi ve, capable of inducing even the wary to issue that norta
invitation.

Sonehow a bond exi sted between Hatch and the psychotic who had killed
the young bl ond punker nanmed Lisa. By falling to repress his anger at
W1 liam Cooper, he had strengthened that bond. H's anger was the key

t hat opened the door. Wen he indulged in anger, he was issuing an
invitation just like the one against which the priest in that novie had
warned the young worman. He could not explain how he knew this to be
true, but he did knowit, all right, knewit in his bones. He just

wi shed to God he understood it.

He felt |ost.
Smal | and powerl ess and afrai d.

And al t hough Li ndsey and Regi na had conme through the night unharmed, he
sensed nore strongly than ever that they were in great danger

Growi ng greater by the day. By the hour.
3

Before dawn, the thirtieth of April, Vassago bat hed outdoors with
bottled water and liquid soap. By the first light of day, he bad safely
ensconced in the deepest part of his hideaway. Lying on his mattress,
staring up the elevator shaft, he treated hinself to Oreos and warm r oot
beer, then to a couple of snack-size bags of Reese's Mirder was al ways
enornously satisfying. Trenendous internal pressures were released with
the striking of a killing blow Mre inportant, each murder was an act
of rebellion against all things holy, against commandnents and | aws and
rules and the irritatingly prissy systens oft enployed by human bei ngs
to support the fiction that |life was precious and endowed w th neamng.
Life was cheap and the point was Nothing mattered but sensation and the
swift gratification of all d which only the strong and free really
understood. After every kil hhg, Vassago felt as |liberated as the w nd
and nightier than any steel machine.

Until one glorious night in his twelfth year, he had been one of the
ensl aved , dunbly plodding through life according to the rules of
civilization, though they made no sense to him He pretended to | ove
his nother, father, sister, and a host of relatives, though he felt
not hing more for themthan he did for strangers encountered on the
street.
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As a child, when he was ol d enough to begin thinking about such things,
he wondered if something was wwong with him a crucial elenent nissing
fromhis makeup. As he listened to hinmself playing the gane of |ove,
enpl oying strategies of false affection and shanel ess flattery, he was
sonmehow convi nci ng others found him for he could hear the insincerity
in his voice, could feel the fraudul ence in every gesture, and was
acutely aware of the deceit behind his every loving snmle. Then one day
he suddenly heard the deception in their voices and saw it in their
faces, and he knew t hat none of them had ever experienced |ove, either,
or any of the nobler sentinents toward which a civilized person was
supposed to aspire, selflessness, courage, piety, humlity, and all the
rest of that dreary catechism They were all playing the game, too.

Later he canme to the conclusion that nost of them even the adults, had
never enjoyed his degree of insight, and renmai ned unaware that other
peopl e were exactly like them Each person thought he was uni que, that
somet hing was mssing in him and that he nmust play the gane well or be
uncovered and ostraci zed as sonething | ess than human. God had tried to
create a world of love, had failed, and had conmanded Hi s creations to
pretend to the perfection with which He had been unable to inmbue them

Perceiving that stunning truth, Vassago had taken his first step toward
freedom Then one sumrer ni ght when he was twelve, he finally
understood that in order to be really free, totally free, he had to act
upon his understanding, begin to live differently fromthe herd of
humanity, with his own pleasure as the only consideration. He had to be
willing to exercise the power over others which he possessed by virtue
of his insight into the true nature of the world. That night he |earned
that the ability to kill w thout conpunction was the purest form of
power, and that the exercise of power was the greatest pleasure of them
all.

In those days, before he died and cane back fromthe dead and chose the
name of the denon prince Vassago, the name to which he had answered and
under which he had lived was Jereny. H s best friend had been Tod
Ledder beek, the son of Dr. Sam Ledderbeek, a gynecol ogi st whom Jer eny
called the "crack quack" when he wanted to rag Tod.

In the norning of that early June day, Ms. Ledderbeek had taken Jereny
and Tod to Fantasy Wirld, the | avish anusenent park that, against all
expectations, had begun to give Disneyland a run for its noney.

It was in the hills, a few nmiles east of San Juan Capi strano, sonmewhat
out of the way-just as Magic Mountain had been a bit isolated before the
suburbs north of Los Angeles had spread around it, and just as

Di sneyl and had seened to be in the mddl e of nowhere when first
constructed on farm and near the obscure town of Anaheim It was built
wi th Japanese noney, which worried sone people who believed the Japanese
were going to own the whole country sone day, and there were runors of
Maf i a noney bei ng involved, which only nade it nore nysterious and
appealing. But finally what mattered was that the atnosphere of the

pl ace was cool, the rides radical, and the junk food al nost deliriously
junky. Fantasy World was where Tod wanted to spend his twelfth
birthday, in the conpany of his best friend, free of parental contro
fromnmorning until ten o' clock at night, and Tod usually got what he
want ed because he was a good kid; everyone |liked him he knew exactly
how to play the gane.

Ms. Ledderbeck left themoff at the front gate and shouted after them

as they raced away fromthe car: "I'Il pick you up right here at ten
o' cl ock!
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Ri ght here at ten o'clock sharp!"

After paying for their tickets and getting onto the grounds of the park,
Tod said, "What do you wanna do first?"

"l don't know. What do you wanna do first?"
"Ri de the Scorpi on?"

"Yeah!"

"Yeah! "

Bang, they were off, hurrying toward the north end of the park where the
track for the Scorpion-"The Roller Coaster with a Sting!" the TV ads al
procl ai ned-rose in sweet undulant terror against the clear blue sky.

The park was not crowded yet, and they didn't need to snake between

cow sl ow herds of people. Their tennis shoes pounded noisily on the

bl ackt op, and each sl ap of rubber agai nst pavenent was a shout of
freedom They rode the Scorpion, yelling and screamng as it plumeted
and whi pped and turned upsi de down and pl umeted agai n, and when the
ride ended, they ran directly to the boarding ranp and did it once nore.

Then, as now, Jereny had | oved speed. The stonmach-Bopping sharp turns
and plunges of anusenent-park rides had been a childish substitute for
the violence he had unknowi ngly craved. After two rides on the
Scorpion, with so many sag-swoopi ng-| oopi ng-twi sting delights ahead,
Jereny was in a terrific nood.

But Tod tainted the day as they were conming down the exit ranp from
their second trip on the roller coaster. He threw one arm around
Jereny's shoul ders and said, "Man, this is gonna be for sure the
greatest birthday anybody's ever had, just you and ne."

The canmaraderie, like all camaraderie, was totally fake. Deception

Fraud. Jereny hated all that phoney-bal oney crap, but Tod was full of
it.

Best friends. Blood brothers. You and ne against the world.

Jeremy wasn't sure what rubbed himthe rawest: that Tod jived him al
the time about being good buddi es and seenmed to think that Jereny was
taken in by the con-or that sometines Tod seened dumb enough to be
suckered by his own con. Recently, Jereny had begun to suspect that
some people played the gane of life so well, they didn't know it was a
garre.

They deceived even thenselves with all their talk of friendship, |ove,
and conpassion. Tod was | ooking nore and nore |ike one of those
hopel ess j erks.

Bei ng best friends was just a way to get a guy to do things for you that
he woul dn't do for anyone else in a thousand years. Friendship was al so
a mutual defense arrangenent, a way of joining forces agai nst the nobs
of your fellow citizens who would just as soon snash your face and take
what ever they wanted fromyou. Everyone knew that's all friendship was,
but no one ever talked truthfully about it, least of all Tod.

Later, on their way fromthe Haunted House to an attraction called Swanp
Creature, they stopped at a stand selling bl ocks of ice creamdipped in
chocolate and rolled in crushed nuts. They sat on plastic chairs at a

file:/lIG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Hideaway.txt (134 of 246) [2/9/2004 10:01:15 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Hideaway.txt

plastic table, under a red unbrella, against a backdrop of acacias and
mannmade waterfalls, chonping down, and everything was fine at first, but

then Tod had to spoil it. "It's great conming to the park wi thout
grownups, isn't it?" Tod said with his nmouth full. "You can eat ice
cream before lunch, like this. Hell, you can eat it for lunch, too, if

you want, and after lunch, and nobody's there to whine at you about
spoi ling your appetite or getting sick."

"It's great," Jereny agreed

"Let's sit here and eat ice creamtill we puke."
"Sounds good to ne. But let's not waste it"
"Huh?"

Jereny said, "Let's be sure, when we puke, we just don't spew on the
ground. Let's be sure we puke on sonebody."

"Yeah!" Tod said, getting the drift right away, "on sonmebody who
deserves it, who's really pukeworthy."

"Like those girls,"” Jereny said, indicating a pair of pretty teenagers
who were passing by. They wore white shorts and bright sunmery bl ouses,
and they were so sure that they were cute, you wanted to puke on them
even if you hadn't eaten anything and all you coul d manage was the dry
heaves.

"Or those old farts,"” Tod said, pointing to an elderly couple buying ice
cream near bhy.

"No, not them" Jereny said. "They already |ook |ike they' ve been puked
on."

Tod t hought that was so hilarious, he choked on his ice cream In sone
ways Tod was all right.

"Funny about this ice cream" he said when he stopped choking.
Jereny bit: "Wiat's funny about it?"

"I know the ice creamis made frommnilk, which comes fromcows. And
they make chocol ate out of cocoa beans. But whose nuts do they crush to
sprinkle over it all?"

Yeah, for sure, old Tod was all right in sone ways.

But just when they were | aughing the | oudest, feeling good, he |eaned
across the table, swatted Jereny lightly alongside the head, and said,
"You and ne, Jer, we're gonna be tight forever, friends till they feed
us to the wornms. Right?"

He really believed it. He had conned hinself He was so stupidly sincere
that he nade Jeremy want to puke on himlnstead, Jereny said, "Wat're
you gonna do next, try to kiss me on the |ips?"

Ginning, not picking up on the inpatience and hostility ained at him
Tod said, "Up your grandma's ass."

"Up your grandnma's ass."
"My grandna doesn't have an ass."

"Yeah? Then what's she sit on?"
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"Your face."

They kept raggi ng each other all the way to Swanp creature. The
attracti on was hokey, not well done, but good for a |lot of jokes because
of that. For a while, Tod was just wild and fun to be around.

Later, however, after they came out of Space Battle, Tod started
referring to themas "the two best rocket jockeys in the universe,"
whi ch hal f enbarrassed Jereny because it was so stupid and juvenile.

It also irritated himbecause it was just another way of saying "we're
buddi es, bl ood brothers, pals." They'd get on the Scorpion, and just as
it pulled out of the station, Tod would say, "This is nothing, this is
just a Sunday drive to the two best rocket jockeys in the universe."

O they'd be on their way into Wrld of the Gants, and Tod woul d throw
his arm around Jereny's shoul der and say, "The two best rocket jockeys
in the universe can handl e a fucking giant, can't we, bro?"

Jerenmy wanted to say, 'you jerk, the only reason we're friends is
because your old man and mne are sort of in the sane kind of work, so
we got thrown together. | hate this a-around-the shoul ders shit, so
just knock it off lets have sone |aughs and be happy with that.

Ckay?

But he did not say anything of the sort because, of course, good players
inlite never adnmitted that they knewit was all just a gane.

If you let the other players see you didn't care about the rules and
regul ations, they wouldn't let you play. Go to Jail. Go directly to
Jail. Don't pass Go. Don't have any fun

By seven o' clock that evening, after they had eaten enough junk food to
produce radically interesting vonmt if they really did decide to puke on
anyone, Jereny was so tired of the rocket jockey crap and so irritated
by Tod's friendship rap, that he couldn't wait for ten o' clock to rol
around and Ms. Ledderbeck to pull up to the gate in her station wagon.

They were on the MIIipede, blasting through one of the pitch-black
sections of the ride, when Tod nade one too nmany references to the two
best rocket jockeys in the universe, and Jereny decided to kill him

The instant the thought flashed through his mind, he knew he had to
murder his "best friend." It felt so right. |If life was a game with a
zillion-page book of rules, it wasn't going to be a whole hell of a |ot
of fun-unless you found ways to break the rules and still be allowed to
play. Any game was a bore if you played by the rul es- Monopoly, 500
rummy, baseball. But if you stole bases, filched cards w thout getting
caught, or changed the nunbers on the di ce when the other guy was
distracted, a dull ganme could be a kick

And in the gane of life, getting away with murder was the biggest kick
of all.

When the MI1ipede shrieked to a halt at the debarkation platform
Jereny said, "Let's do it again.”

"Sure," Tod said.

They hurried along the exit corridor, in a rush to get outside and into
line again. The park had filled up during the day, and the wait to
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board any ride was now at |east twenty m nutes.

When they came out of the MIIlipede pavillion, the sky was black in the
east, deep blue overhead, and orange in the west. Tw light came sooner
and lasted | onger at Fantasy Wrld than in the western part of the
county, because between the park and the distant sea rose ranks of high,
sun-swal lowing hills. Those ridges were now bl ack sil houettes agai nst
the orange heavens, |ike Hall oween decorations out of season

Fantasy World had taken on a new, nanic quality with the approach of
night. Christmas-style lights outlined the rides and buildings. Wite
twinkle lights lent a festive sparkle to all the trees, while a pair of
unsynchroni zed spotlights swooped back and forth across the snow covered
peak of the mannade Bi g Foot Mountain. On every side neon glowed in al
the hues that neon offered, and out on Mars Island, bursts of brightly
col ored | aser beans shot randomy into the darkening sky as if fending
of f a spaceship attack. Scented with popcorn and roasted peanuts, a
war m br eeze snapped garl ands of pennants over head.

Musi ¢ of every period and type | eaked out of the pavilions, and
rock-'n'-roll booned fromthe open air dance floor at the south end of
the park, and from sonewhere el se cane the bouncy strains of Big Band
swi ng. People |aughed and chattered excitedly, and on the thrill rides
they were scream ng, scream ng.

"Bvil this time," Jereny said as he and Tod sprinted to the end of the
M1 I ipede boarding line.

"Yeah," Tod said. The MIIlipede was essentially an indoor roller
coaster, |ike Space Muuntain at Disneyland, except instead of shooting
up and down and around one huge room it whipped through a |long series
of tunnels, sone |it and sone not. The lap bar, neant to restrain the
rider's lap, was tight enough to be safe, but if a kid was slim and
agile, he could contort hinmself in such a way as to squeeze out from
under it, scranble over it, and stand in the leg well. Then he could
| ean against the lap bar and grip it behind his back or hook his arns
around it-riding daredevil.

It was a stupid and dangerous thing to do, which Jerenmy and Tod knew.

But they had done it a couple of times anyway, not only on the MIIipede
but on other rides in other parks. Kidding punped up the excitenent

| evel at |least a thousand percent, even in pitch tunnels where it was

i npossible to see what was com ng next "Rocket jockeys!"

Tod said when they were hal fway through the line.

He insisted on giving Jereny a |low five and then a high five, though
they | ooked like a couple of asshole kids. "No rocket jockey is afraid
of daredeviling the MIIipede, right?"

"Right," Jereny said as they inched through the nmain doors and entered
the pavilion. Shrill screans echoed to themfromthe riders on the cars
that shot away into the tunnel ahead According to | egend (as kids

| egends went at every anusenment park with a simlar ride, a boy had been
killed riding daredevil on the MIIipede because he'd been too tall. The
ceiling of the tunnel was high in all lighted stretches, but they said
it dropped |l ow at one spot in a darkened passage- maybe because

ai rcondi tioni ng pi pes through at that point, maybe because the epa made
the contractor put in another support that hadn't been planned for,
maybe because the architect was a no-brain.
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Anyway, this tall kid, sag up, smacked his head into the |ow part of the
ceiling, never even saw it conming, It instantly pulverized his face,
decapitated him Al the unsuspecting bozos riding behind himwere
splattered with blood and brains and broken teeth.

Jeremy didn't believe it for a mnute. Fantasy Wrld hadn't been built
by guys with horse turds for brains. They had to have figured kids
would find a way to get out fromunder the | ap bars, because nothing was
entirely kid-proof, and they would have kept the ceiling high all the
way t hrough.

Legend also had it that the | ow overhang was still sonewhere in one of
the dark sections of the tunnel, with bloodstains and flecks of dried
brai ns on and expectations. Sonething about being securely in the

m ddl e of the tunnel, which was total cow flop.

For anybody riding daredevil, standing up, the real danger was that he
woul d fall out of the car when it whipped around a sharp turn or

accel erated Unexpectedly. Jereny figured there were six or eight
particularly radical curves on the MIIlipede course where Tod Ledderbeck
m ght easily topple out of the car with only mininal assistance.

The Iine noved slowy forward

Jereny was not inpatient or afraid. As they drew closer to the boarding
gates, he becane nore excited but also nore confident. His hands were
not trenbling. He had no butterflies in his belly. He just wanted to
doit.

The boardi ng chanber for the ride was constructed to resenble a cavern
with i nmense stalactites and stalagmites. Strange benighted creatures
swamin the nmurky depths of green pools, and al bino nutant crabs prow ed
the shores, reaching up with huge wi cked claws toward the people on the
boardi ng platform snapping at them but not quite |ong-arned enough to
snare any di nner.

Each train had six cars, and each car carried two people. The cars were
pai nted |i ke segments of a MIlipede; the first had a big insect head
with moving jaws and nultifaceted bl ack eyes, not a cartoon but a really
fierce nonster face; the one at the back boasted a curved stinger that

| ooked nore |like part of a scorpion than the ass of a MIIlipede. Two
trains were boarding at any one tine, the second behind the first, and
they shot off into the tunnel with only a few seconds between them
because the whol e operation was computer-control ed, elimnating any
danger that one train would crash into the back of another.

Jereny and Tod were anpong the twelve custonmers that the attendant sent
to the first train.

Tod wanted the front car, but they didn't get it. That was the best
position fromwhich to ride daredevil because everything woul d happen to
themfirst: every Plunge into darkness, every squirt of cold steamfrom
the wall vents, every explosion through sw nging doors into whirling

l'i ghts.

Besi des, part of the fun of riding daredevil was showi ng off, and the
front car provided a perfect platformfor exhibitionism wth the
occupants of the last five cars as a captive audience in the lighted
stretches.

Wth the first car clainmed, they raced for the sixth. Being the last to
experience every plunge and twi st of the track was next-best to being
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first, because the squeals of the riders ahead of you raised your
adrenaline level train just didn't go with daredevil riding.

The | ap bars descended automatically when all twel ve people were aboard
An attendant canme along the platform visually inspecting to be sure all
of the restraints had | ocked into place.

Jereny was relieved they had not gotten the front car, where they would
have had ten wi tnesses behind them |In the tonb-dark confines of the
unlit sections of tunnel, he wouldn't be able to see his own hand an
inch in front of his face, so it wasn't likely that anyone woul d be abl e
to see himpush Tod out of the car. But this was a big-tine violation
of the rules, and he didn't want to take any chances. Now, potentia

wi tnesses were all safely in front of them staring straight ahead; in
fact they could not easily glance back, since every seat had a hi gh back
to prevent whiplash.

When the attendant finished checking the lap bars, he and signal ed the
operator, who was seated at an instrunent panel on a rock fornmation to
the right of the tunnel entrance.

"Here we go," Tod said.

"Here we go," Jereny agreed.

"Rocket jockeys!" Tod shout ed.
Jeremy gritted his teeth.
"Rocket jockeys!" Tod repeated.

What the hell. One nore tinme wouldn't hurt. Jeremny yelled: "Rocket
j ockeys!™"

The train did not pull away fromthe boarding station with the jerky
uncertainty of nost roller coasters. A trenendous blast of conpressed
air shot it forward at high speed, like a bullet out of a barrel, with a
whoosh!

that alnost hurt the ears. They were pinned against their seats as they
flashed past the operator and into the black nouth of the tunnel

Tot al darkness.
He was only twelve then. He had not died. He had not been to Hell

He had not cone back. He was as blind in darkness as anyone el se, as
Tod.

Then they sl ammed through swi ngi ng doors and up a long incline of
well-lit track, noving fast at first but gradually slowing to a craw .

On both sides they were nmenaced by pale white slugs as big as nen, which
reared up and shrieked at themthrough round nouths full of teeth that
whirled like the blades in a garbage di sposal. The ascent was six or
seven stories, at a steep angle, and other nechani cal nonsters gi bbered,
hoot ed, snarled, and squealed at the train; all of themwere pale and
slimy, with either glowi ng eyes or blind black eyes, the kind of
critters you mght think would live mles below the surface of the
earth-if you didn't know any science at all

That initial slope was where daredevils had to take their stand.

Though a couple of other inclines marked the course of the MIIipede, no
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other section of the track provided a sufficiently extended period of
calmin which to execute a safe escape fromthe |ap bar

Jereny contorted hinself, wiggling up against the back of the seat,
i nching over the lap bar, but at first Tod did not nove. "Cone on,
di ckhead, you've gotta be in position before we get to the top."

Tod | ooked troubled. "If they catch us, they' Il kick us out of the
park-"

"They won't catch us." at the far end of the ride, the train woul d coast
along a final stretch of dark tunnel, giving riders a chance to calm
down. In those |ast few seconds, before they returned to the fake
cavern fromwhich they had started, it was just possible for a kid to
scranbl e back over the | ap bar and shoehorn hinself into his seat.
Jereny knew he could do it: he was not worried about getting caught. Tod
didn't have to worry about getting under the |lap bar again, either,
because by then Tod woul d be dead; he wouldn't have to worry about
anyt hi ng ever.

"I don't want to be kicked out for daredeviling," Tod said as the train

approached the hal fway point on the long, long initial incline. "It's
been a neat day, and we still have a couple hours before Mom cones for
us."

Mut ant al bino rats chattered at them fromthe fake rock | edges on both
sides as Jereny said, "Ckay, so be a dorkless wonder." He continued to
extricate fromthe | ap bar.

"I'"'m no dorkless wonder," Tod said defensively.

"Sure, sure."
"I"mnot."

"Maybe when school starts again in Septenber, you'll be able to get into
the Young Honemakers Cl ub, | earn how to cook, knit nice little doilies,
do flower arranging."

"You're a jerkoff, you know that?" o, you've broken ny heart now, "
Jereny said as he extracted both of his legs fromthe well under the |ap
bar and crouched on the seat. "You girls sure know how to hurt a guy's
feelings."

"Creepaaoid. "

The train strained up the slope with the hard clicking and clattering so
sacred to roller coasters that the sound al one could nake the heart punp
faster and the stomach flutter.

Jereny scranbl ed over the lap bar and stood in the well in front of it,
facing forward. He |ooked over his shoulder at Tod, who sat scow i ng
behind the restraint. He didn't care that nuch if Tod joined himor
not .

He had already decided to kill the boy, and if he didn't have a chance
to do it at Fantasy World on Tod's twelfth birthday, he would do it
somewhere el se, sooner or later. Just thinking about doing it was a | ot
of fun.

Li ke that song said in the television comercial where the Heinz ketchup
was so thick it took what seened |ike hours coming out of the bottle:
An-tic-ipaaa-aa-tion. Having to wait a few days or even weeks to get

file:/lIG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Hideaway.txt (140 of 246) [2/9/2004 10:01:15 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Hideaway.txt

anot her good chance to kill Tod would only nake the killing that nuch
more fun. So he didn't rag Tod any nore, just |ooked at himscornfully.

An-tic- i-paaa-aa--tion.

“I"mnot afraid," Tod insisted.
"Yeah. "

"I just don't want to spoil the day."
"Sure."

"Creepazoid," Tod said again.

Jeremy said, "Rocket jockey, ny ass."

That insult had a powerful effect. Tod was so sold on his own
friendship con that he could actually be stung by the inplication that
he didn't know how a real friend was supposed to behave. The expression
on his broad and open face revealed not only a world of hurt but a
surprising desperation that startled Jerenmy. Maybe Tod di d understand
what life was all about, that it was nothing but a brutal ganme with
every player concentrated on the purely selfish goal of comng out a

wi nner, and nmaybe old Tod was rattled by that, scared by it, and was

hol ding on to one |ast hope, to the idea of friendship. |If the gane
could be played with a partner or two, if it was really everyone else in
the world against your own little team that was tol erable, better than
everyone in the world against just you. Tod Ledderbeck and his good
buddy Jereny agai nst the rest of humanity was even sort of romantic and
adventurous, but Tod Ledderbeck al one obvi ously nmade his bowel s quiver.

Sitting behind the lap bar, Tod first |ooked stricken, then resolute.

I ndeci si on gave way to action, and Tod noved fast, wiggling furiously
agai nst the restraint.

"Conme on, cone on," Jereny urged. "We're alnpbst to the top."

Tod squeezed over the lap bar, into the |leg well where Jereny stood.

He caught his foot in that restraining nechanism and al nost fell out of
the to take a fall. They weren't noving fast enough. At nost he'd
suffer a couple of bruises.

Then they were side by side, their feet planted wide on the floor of the
car, leaning back against the restraint fromunder which they had
escaped, arns behind them hands | ocked on the lap bar, grinning at each
other, as the train reached the top of the incline. It slanmmed through
swi nging doors into the next stretch of lightless tunnel. The track
remai ned flat just |ong enough to crank up the riders' tension a couple
of notches. An-tic-ipaaa-aa-tion. Wen Jereny could not hold his
breath any longer, the front car tipped over the brink, and the people
up there Bed in the darkness. Then in rapid succession the second and
third and fourth and fifth cars "Rocket jockeys!" Jereny and Tod shouted
in unison.

and the final car of the train followed the others into a steep plunge,
bui |l di ng speed by the second. W nd whooshed past them and whi pped their
hair out behind their heads.

Then came a swooping turn to the right when it was | east expected, a
little upgrade to toss the stomach, another turn to the right, the track
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tilting so the cars were tipped onto their sides, faster, faster, then a
strai ghtaway and another incline, using their speed to go higher than
ever, slowing toward the top, slowing, slowing. An-tic-ipaaation They
went over the edge and down, down, down, waaaaaay down so hard and fast
that Jereny felt as if his stomach had fallen out of him |eaving a hole
in the mddle of his body. He knew what was comi ng, but he was |eft
breathless by it nonetheless. The train did a | oop-de-loop, turning
upsi de down. He pressed his feet tight to the floor and gripped the |ap
bar behind himas if he were trying to fuse his flesh with the steel,
because it felt as if he would fall out, straight down onto the section
of the track that had led theminto the loop, to crack his skull open on
the rails below. He knew centripetal force would hold himin place even
t hough he was standi ng up where he didn't bel ong, but what he knew was
of no consequence: what you felt always carried a |l ot nore weight than
what you knew, enotion nmattered nore than intelect. Then they were out
of the | oop, banging through another pair of sw nging doors onto a
second lighted inclihe, using their tremendous speed to build height for
the next series of plunges and sharp turns.

Jeremny | ooked at Tod.

The ol d rocket jockey was a little green

"No nore |oops," Tod shouted above the clatter of the train wheels.

"The worst is behind us."

Jereny exploded with laughter. He thought: The worst is still ahead for
you, dickhead. And for ne the best is yet to cone.

An-tic-i paaa-aa-tion.
Tod | aughed, too, but certainly for different reasons.

At the top of the second incline, the rattling cars pushed through a
third set of swinging doors, returning to a grave-ark world that
thrilled Jereny because he knew Tod Ledderbeek had just seen the | ast
light of his Iife. The train snapped |eft and right, swooped up and
pl utmet ed down, rolled onto its side in a series of corkscrew turns.

Through it all Jeremy could feel Tod beside him Their bare arns
brushed together, and their shoul ders bunped as they swayed with the
movenent of the train. Every contact sent a current of intense pleasure
t hrough Jereny, made the hairs stand up on his arns and on the back of
hi s neck, pebbled his skin with gooseflesh. He knew that he possessed
the ultimte power over the other boy, the power of |life and death, and
he was different fromthe other gutless wonders of the world because he
wasn't afraid to use the power.

He waited for a section of track near the end of the ride, where he knew
the undul ant notion woul d provide the greatest degree of instability for
daredevil riders. By then Tod would be feeling confident-the worst is
behi nd us-and easier to catch by surprise. The approach to the kicking
ground was announced by one of the nost unusual tricks in the ride, a

t hr ee- hundr ed- and- si xty-degree turn at high speed, with the cars on
their sides all the way around. Wen they finished that circle and

| evel ed out once nore, they would i medi ately enter a series of six
hills, all | ow but packed cl ose together, so the train would nmove |ike
an i nchworm on drugs, pulling itself up-down-up-down-up-down-up-down
toward the | ast set of swi nging doors, which would adnit themto the
caver nous boardi ng and di senbarkati on chanber where they had begun
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The train began to tilt.
They entered the three-hundred-and-sixty-degree turn
The train was on its side.

Tod tried to remain rigid, but he sagged a little against Jereny, who
was on the inside of the car when it curved to the right. The old
rocket jockey was whooping like an air-raid siren, doing his best to
hype hinmself and get the nmobst out of the ride, now that the worst was
behind t hem

An-tic-i-paa-aa-tion.

Jereny estimated they were a third of the way around the circle.
hal fway around... two-thirds...

The track leveled out. The train stopped fighting gravity.

Wth a suddenness that al nost took Jereny's breath away, the train hit
the first of the six hills and shot upward.

He et go of the lap bar with his right hand, the one farthest from Tod.
The trai n swooped down.
He made a fist of his right hand.

And al nbst as soon as the train dropped, it swooped upward agai n toward
the crown of the second hill.

Jeremy swung his fist in a roundhouse blow, trusting instinct to find
Tod' s face.

The train dropped.

Hs fist hit hone, smashing Tod hard in the face, and he felt the boy's
nose split.

The train shot upward again, with Tod screani ng, though no one would
hear anything special about it among the screans of all the other
passengers.

Just for a split second, Tod would probably think he'd snacked into the
overhang where, in | egend, a boy had been decapitated. He would let go
of the lap bar in panic. At least that was what Jereny hoped, so as
soon as he hit the old rocket jockey, when the train started to drop
down the third hill, Jereny let go of the lap bar, too, and threw

hi nsel f against his best friend, grabbing him Iifting and shoving, hard
as he could. He felt Tod trying to get a fistful of his hair, but he
shook his head furiously and shoved harder, took a kick on the hid the
train shot up the fourth hill Tod went over the edge, out into the
darkness, away fromthe car, as if he had dropped into deep space.

Jereny started to topple with him grabbed frantically for the |ap bar
in the seanl ess bl ackness, found it, held on down, the train swooped
down the fourth hill Jerenmy thought he heard one | ast scream from Tod
and then a solid thunk! as he hit the tunnel wall and bounced back onto
the tracks in the wake of the train, although it m ght have been

i magi nation up, the train shot up the fifth hill with a rollicking
nmotion that nade Jerenmy want to whoop his cookies Tod was either dead
back there in the darkness or stunned, hal fconscious, trying to get to
his feet down the fifth hill, and Jereny was whi pped back and forth,
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al nost lost his grip on the bar, then was soaring again, up the sixth
and final hill and if he wasn't dead back there, Tod was maybe j ust
beginning to realize that another train was com ng down, down the sixth
hill and onto the | ast strai ghtaway.

As soon as he knew he was on stable ground, Jereny scranbled back across
the restraint bar and wiggled under it, first his left leg, then his
right |eg.

The | ast set of doors was rushing toward themin the dark. Beyond woul d
be light, the main cavern, and attendants who woul d see that he had been
daredevil riding, He squirmed frantically to pass his hips through the
gap between the back of the seat and the lap bar. Not too difficult,
really. It was easier to slip under the bar than it had been to get out
frombeneath its protective grip.

They hit the swi nging doors-whanl-and coasted at a steadily declining
speed toward the disenbarkation platform a hundred feet this side of
the gates through which they had entered the roller coaster. People
were jamed on the boarding platform and a | ot of them were | ooking
back at the train as it came out of the tunnel nouth. For a nonent
Jereny expected themto point at himand cry, "Miurderer!', Just as the
train coasted up to the disenbarkation gates and came to a full stop
red emergency lights blinked on all over the cavern, showing the way to
the exits. A conputerized al armvoice echoed through speakers set high
in the fake rock formations: "The MI|ipede has been brought to an
energency stop. All rilers please remain in your seats-" As the |lap bar
rel eased automatically at the end of the ride, Jereny stood on the seat,
grabbed a handrail, and pulled hinself onto the disenbarkation platform

"Al'l riders please remain in your seats until attendants arrive to |ead
you out of the tunnels-" The uniformed attendants on the platforms were
| ooking to one anot her for gui dance, wondering what had happened.

"-all riders remain in your seats-" Fromthe platform Jeremny | ooked
back toward the tunnel out of which his own train had just entered the
cavern. He saw another train pushing through the sw nging doors.

"Al'l other guests please proceed in an orderly fashion to the nearest
exit-" The oncom ng train was no | onger noving fast or snoothly. It
shuddered and tried to junp the track

Wth a jolt, Jeremy saw what was jamming the forenost wheels and forcing
the front car to rise off the rails. Qher people on the platform nust
have seen it, too, because suddenly they started to scream not the

we- sur e- ar e- havi ng- a- damed-fine-time screans that could be heard all
over the carnival, but of horror and revul sion

"Al'l riders remain in your seats-" The train rocked and spasnmed to a
complete stop far short of the disenbarkation platform Sonething was
dangling fromthe fierce nouth of the head that protruded fromthe front
of the first car, snared in the jagged mandibles. 1t was the rest of
the ol d rocket jockey, a nice bite-sized piece for a nonster bug the
size of that one.

"Al'l other guests please proceed in orderly fashion to the nearest
exit-"

"Don't | ook, son," an attendant said conpassionately, turning Jereny
away fromthe gory spectacle. "For CGod' s sake, get out of here."

The shocked attendants had recovered enough to begin to direct the
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waiting cromd toward exit doors marked with glow ng red signs.

Real i zing that he was bursting with excitenent, giggling like a fool,
and too overcone with joy to slowy play the bereaved best friend of the
dead, Jereny joined the exodus, which was conducted in a panicky rush,

wi th some pushi ng and shovi ng.

In the night air, where Christmasy lights continued to sparkle and the

| aser beans shot into the black sky and rai nbows of neon rippled on
every side, where thousands of custoners continued their pursuit of

pl easure without the slightest idea that Death wal ked anong them Jereny
sprinted anay fromthe MI1lipede. Dodging through the crowds, narrowy
avoi ding one collision after another, he had no i dea where he was goi ng.

He just kept on the nove until he was far fromthe torn body of Tod
Ledder beck.

He finally stopped at the nannade | ake, across which a few Hovercraft
burred with travelers bound to and from Mars Island. He felt as if he
were on Mars hinsel f, or sonme other alien planet where the gravity was
|l ess than that on earth. He was buoyant, ready to Boat up, up, and
awnay.

He sat on a concrete bench to answer hinmself, with his back to the |ake,
facing a flower-bordered pronenade al ong whi ch passed an endl ess parade
of people, and he surrendered to the giddy |aughter that insistently
bubbled in himlike Pepsi in a shaken bottle. It gushed out, such

ef fervescent giggles in such long spouts that he had to hug hinself and
| ean back on the bench to avoid falling off. People glanced at him and
one couple stopped to ask if he was lost. His |laughter was so intense
that he was choking with it, tears stream ng down his face

They thought he was crying, a twelve-year-old ninny who had gotten
separated fromhis famly and was too nmuch of a pussy to handle it.

Thei r inconprehensi on only nmade hi m1augh harder.

When the | aughter passed, he sat forward on the bench, staring at his
sneakered feet, working on the line of crap he would give Ms.

Ledder beek when she cane to collect himand Tod at ten o' cl ock-assum ng
park officials didn't identify the body and get in touch with her before
that. It was eight o' clock. "He wanted to ride daredevil," Jereny
munbl ed to his sneakers, "and | tried to talk himout of it, but he
wouldn't listen, he called me a dickhead when | wouldn't go with him
I"msorry, Ms. Ledderbeek, Doctor Ledderbeck, but he tal ked that way
sonmetinmes. He thought it nade hi m sound cool ."

Good enough so far, but he needed nore of a trenor in his voice: "I

woul dn't ride daredevil, so he went on the MIIlipede by himself. |
waited at the exit, and when all those people cane running out, talking
about a body all torn and bolldy, | knew who it had to be and |

and 1.

just sort of, you know, snapped. | just snapped.” The boarding
attendants woul dn't renenber whether Tod had gotten on the ride by

hi nsel f or with another boy; they dealt with thousands of passengers a
day, so they weren't going to recall who was al one or who was w th whom

"I'"'mso sorry, Ms. Ledderbeck, | should' ve been able to talk himout
of it. | should ve stayed with him and stopped hi msomehow. | feel so
stupid, so... so helpless. How could | let himget on the MIIlipede?

What kind of best friend am|?"
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Not bad. It needed a little work, and he woul d have to be careful not
to overdramatize it. Tears, a breaking voice. But no wild sobs, no
t hrashi ng ar ound.

He was sure he could pull it off.
He was a Master of the Gane now.
As soon as he felt confident about his story, he realized he was hungry.

Starving. He was literally shaking with hunger. He went to a
refreshnent stand and bought a hot dog with the works-onions, relish,
chili, mustard, ketchup-and wolfed it down. He chased it with O ange
Crush. Still shaking. He had an ice cream sandwi ch made with
chocol at e-chi p oat meal cookies for the "bread."

Hi s visible shaking stopped, but he still trenbled inside. Not with
fear.

It was a delicious shiver, like the flutter in the belly that he'd
experienced during the past year whenever he | ooked at a girl and

t hought of being with her, but indescribably better than that. And it
was a little like the thrilling shiver that caressed his spine when he
slipped past the safety railing and stood on the very edge of a sandy
cliff in Laguna Beach Park, |ooking down at the waves crashing on the
rocks and feeling the earth crunble slowy under the toes of his shoes,
working its way back to nid-sole... waiting, waiting, wondering if the
treacherous ground woul d abruptly give way and drop himto the rocks far
bel ow before he would have tinme to | eap backward and grab the safety
railing, but still waiting ... waiting.

But this thing was better than all of those conmbined. It was grow ng by
the m nute rather than di mm shing, a sensuous inner heat which the
mur der of Tod had not quenched but fuel ed.

Hi s dark desire becane an urgent need.
He prow ed the park, seeking satisfaction

He was a little surprised that Fantasy Wrld continued to turn as if
not hi ng had happened in the MIIlipede. He had expected the whol e
operation to close down, not just that one ride. Now he realized noney
was nore inmportant than nourning one dead custoner. And if those who'd
seen Tod's battered body had spread the story to others, it was probably
di scounted as a rehash of the |l egend. The level of frivolity in the
park had not noticeably declined.

Once he dared to pass the MI1ipede, although he stayed at a distance
because he still did not trust hinself to be able to conceal his
excitenent over his achievenent and his delight in the new status that
he had attai ned.

Master of the Gane. Chains were |ooped from stanchion to stanchion in
front of the pavilion, to block anyone attenpting to gain access. A
closed for repairs sign was on the entrance door. Not for repairs to
old Tod. The rocket jockey was beyond repair. No anmbul ance was in
sight, which they m ght have thought they needed, and no hearse was
anywhere to be seen.

No police, either. Weird.
Then he renmenbered a TV story about the world under Fantasy Worl d:

cataconbs of service tunnels, storage roons, security and ride conputer
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control centers, just like at Disneyland. To avoid disturbing the
payi ng custoners and drawing the attention of the norbidly curious, they
were probably using the tunnels nowto bring in the cops and
corpse-pokers fromthe coroner's office.

The shivers within Jereny increased. The desire. The need.
He was a Master of the Gane. No one could touch him

M ght as well give the cops and corpse-pokers nore to do, keep them
ent ert ai ned.

He kept noving, seeking, alert for opportunity. He found it where he
| east expected it, when he stopped at a nmen's restroomto take a | eak

A guy, about thirty, was at one of the sinks, checking hinself out in
the mrror, conbing his thick blond hair, which glistened with Vitalis.

He had arranged an array of personal objects on the | edge under the
mrror: wallet, car keys, a tiny aerosol bottle of Binaca breath
freshener, a half-enpty pack of Dentyne (this guy had a bad-breath
fixation), and a cigarette lighter.

The lighter was what inmediately caught Jeremy's attention. It was not
just a plastic Bic butane di sposable, but one of those steel nodels,
shaped like a mniature slice of bread, with a hinged top that flipped
back to reveal a striker wheel and a wick. The way the overhead
fluorescent gl eaned on the snmooth curves of that lighter, it seenmed to
be a supernatural object, full of its own eerie radiance, a beacon for
Jeremy's eyes al one.

He hesitated a nmonment, then went to one of the urinals. Wen he
finished and zi pped up, the blond guy was still at the sink, prinping
hi msel f.

Jereny al ways washed his hands after using a bathroom because that was
what polite people did. It was one of the rules that a good pl ayer
fol | owed.

He went to the sink beside the prinper. As he |athered his hands with
liquid soap fromthe punp di spenser, he could not take his eyes off the
lighter on the shelf inches away. He told hinself he should avert his
gaze.

The guy woul d realize he was thinking about snatching the dam thing.

But its sleek silvery contours held himrapt. Staring at it as he the
| at her fromhis hands, he imagined that he could hear the crisp crackle
of all-consuning flanes.

Return nag his wallet to his hip pocket but |eaving the other objects on
the | edge, the guy turned away fromthe sink and went to one of the
urinals. As Jereny was about to reach for the lighter, a father and his
teenage son entered. They could have screwed everything up, but they
went into two of the stalls and closed the doors. Jereny knew that was
a sign. Do it, the sign said. Take it, go, doit, do it.

Jereny glanced at the man at the urinal, plucked the lighter off the
shel f, turned and wal ked out without drying his hands. No one ran after
hi m

Clutching the lighter tightly in his right hand, he prow ed the park,
searching for the perfect kindling. The desire in himwas so intense
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that his shivers spread outward fromhis crotch and belly and spi ne,
appearing once nmore in his hands, and in his |legs, too, which sonetines
were rubbery with excitenent.

Need. . .

Fi nishing the last of the Reese's Pieces, Vassago neatly rolled the
enpty bag into a tight tube, tied the tube in a knot to nake the
smal | est possible object of it, and dropped it into a plastic garbage
bag that was just to the left of the iceless Styrofoam cool er

Neat ness was one of the rules in the world of the living.

He enjoyed losing hinmself in the menory of that special night, eight
years ago, when he had been twel ve and had changed forever, but he was
tired now and wanted to sl eep. Maybe he woul d dream of the worman naned
Li ndsey. Maybe he woul d have anot her vision that would lead himto
someone connected with her, for sonmehow she seenmed to be part of his
destiny; he was being drawn toward her by forces he could not entirely
under stand but which he respected. Next tine, he would not make the

m st ake he had nade with Cooper. He would not |et the need overwhel m
him He would ask questions first. Wen he had received all the
answers, and only then, he would free the beautiful blood and, with it,
anot her soul to join the inanimte throngs beyond this hateful world.

4

Tuesday norning, Lindsey stayed hone to get sonme work done in her studio
whil e Hatch took Regina to school on his way to a neeting with an
executor of an estate in North Tustin who was seeking bids on a

coll ection of antique Wedgwood urns and vases. After lunch he had an
appoi ntrment with Dr. Nyebern to learn the results of the tests he had
undergone on Saturday. By the tine he picked up Regi na and returned
hone late in the afternoon, Lindsey figured to have finished the canvas
she had been working on for the past nonth.

That was the plan, anyway, but all the fates and evil elves-and her own
psychol ogy conspired to prevent the fulfillment of it. First of all the
cof fee maker went on the fritz. Lindsey had to tinker with the machine
for an hour to find and fix the problem She was a good tinkerer, and
fortunately the brewer was fixable. She could not face the day w thout
a blast of caffeine to junp-start her heart. She knew coffee was bad
for her, but so was battery acid and cyanide, and she didn't drink

ei ther one of those, which showed she had nore than her share of
self-control when it came to destructive dietary habits; hell, she was
an absol ute rock!

By the tinme she got up to her second-floor studio with a nug and a ful

t hernos besides, the light com ng through the north faci ng wi ndows was
perfect for her purposes. She had everything she needed. She had her
pai nts, brushes, and palette knives. She had her supply cabi net She had
her adjustable stool and her easel and her stereo systemw th stacks of
Garth Brooks, denn MIller, and Van Hal en CDs, which sonehow seemed the
right mx of background nusic for a painter whose style was a

conbi nation of neocl assicismand surrealism The only things she didn't
have were an interest in the work at hand and the ability to
concentrat e.

She was repeatedly diverted by a gl ossy bl ack spider that was exploring
t he upper right-hand corner of the wi ndow nearest to her. She didn't

i ke spiders, but she was loath to kill them anyway. Later, she would
have to capture it in a jar to release it outside. It crept upside down
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across the wi ndow header to the |l eft-hand corner, inmediately |ost
interest in that territory, and returned to the right-hand corner, where
it quivered and flexed its long | egs and seened to be taking pleasure
fromsonme quality of that particular niche that was apprehensible only
to spiders.

Li ndsey turned to her painting again. Nearly conmplete, it was one of
her best, lacking only a few finishing touches.

But she hesitated to open paints and pick up a brush because she was
every bit as devoted a worrier as she was an artist. She was anxi ous
about Hatch's health, of course-both his physical and nmental health.

She was apprehensive, too, about the strange man who had killed the
bl onde, and about the eerie connection between that savage predator and
her Hat ch.

The spider crept down the side of the window frane to the right-hand
corner of the sill. After using whatever arachnid senses it possessed,
it rejected that nook, as well, and returned once nore to the upper

ri ght hand corner.

Li ke nbst peopl e Lindsey considered psychics to be good subjects for
spooky novi es but charlatans in real life. Yet she had been quick to
suggest cl airvoyance as an explanation for what had been happening to
Hatch. She had pressed the theory nore insistently when he had decl ared
that he was not psychic.

Now, turning away fromthe spider and staring frustratedly at the
unfini shed canvas before her, she realized why she had becone such an
earnest advocate of the reality of psychic power in the car on Friday,
when they had followed the killer's trail to the head of Laguna Canyon
Road.

If Hatch had become psychic, eventually he would begin to receive

i mpressions fromall sorts of people, and his link to this nurderer
woul d not be unique. But if he was not psychic, if the bond between him
and this nonster was nore profound and infinitely stranger than random
clairvoyant reception, as he insisted that it was, then they were

hi p-deep into the unknown. And the unknown was a hell of a |lot scarier
than somet hing you coul d descri be and defi ne.

Besides, if the Iink between them was nore nysterious and intinmate than
psychi c reception, the consequences for Hatch m ght be psychol ogically
di sastrous. What nental trauma mght result from being even briefly
inside the mnd of a ruthless killer? Ws the |ink between them a
source of contam nation, as any such intimate biological |ink would have
been?

If so, perhaps the virus of nadness could creep across the ether and
i nfect Hatch.

No. Ridiculous. Not her husband. He was reliable, |evel headed,
mel | ow, as sane a hunman being as any who wal ked the earth.

The spider had taken possession of the upper right-hand corner of the
wi ndow. It began to spin a web.

Li ndsey renenbered Hatch's anger |ast night when he had seen the story
about Cooper in the newspaper. The hardness of rage in his face. The
unsettling fevered ook in his eyes. She had never seen Hatch Iike

that. H's father, yes, but never him Though she knew he worried that
he mi ght have sone of his father in himshe had never seen evidence of
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it before. And nmaybe she had not seen evidence of it |ast night,
either. What she had seen m ght be sone of the rage of the killer
| eaki ng back into Hatch along the link that existed between them No.

She had nothing to fear fromHatch. He was a good nan, the best she had
ever nmet. He was such a deep well of goodness that all the nmadness of
the blond girls killer could be dropped into him and he would dilute it
until it was w thout effect.

A glistening, silky filanent spewed fromthe spider's abdonen as the
arachnid industriously clained the corner of the window for its lair.

Li ndsey opened a drawer in her equipnent cabinet and took out a snall
magni fyi ng gl ass, which she used to observe the spinner nore closely.

Its spindly legs were prickled with hundreds of fine hairs that could
not be seen without the assistance of the lens. Its horrid,

mul ti faceted eyes | ooked everywhere at once, and its ragged maw wor ked
continuously as if in anticipation of the first living fly to becone
stuck in the trap that it was weaving.

Al t hough she understood that it was a part of nature as surely as she
was, and therefore not evil, the thing neverthel ess revolted Lindsey.

It was a part of nature that she preferred not to dwell upon: the part
that had to do with hunting and killing, with things that fed eagerly on
the living. She put the magnifying glass on the wi ndowsill and went
downstairs to get a jar fromthe kitchen pantry. She wanted to capture
the spider and get it out of her house before it was any nore securely
settl ed.

Reachi ng the foot of the stairs, she glanced at the w ndow beside the
front door and saw the postnan's car. She collected the nmail fromthe
box at the curb: a few bills, the usual nininmmof tw mailer

catal ogues, and the | atest issue of Arts America She was in the nood to
sei ze any excuse nottowork, which was unusual for her, because she |oved
her work. Quite forgetting that she had cone downstairs in the first
place for a jar in which to transport the spider, she took the mail back
up to her studio and settled down in the old arncthair in the corner with
a fresh mug of coffee and Arts Anerican

She spotted the article about herself as soon as she glanced at the
table of contents. She was surprised. The magazi ne had covered her
wor k before, but she had al ways known in advance that articles were
forthcomng. Usually the witer had at |east a few questions for her,
even if he was not doing a straight interview.

Then she saw the byline and winced. S. Steven Honell. She knee before
reading the first word that she was the target of a hatchet job

Honell was a well-reviewed witer of fiction who, fromtine to tine,

al so wote about art. He was in his sixties and had never narried. A
phl egmatic fellow, he had deci ded as a young man to forego the conforts
of awife and fanily in the interest of his witing. To wite well, he
sai d, one ought to possess a nonk's preference for solitude. In

i solation, one was forced to confront oneself nore directly and honestly
than possible in the hustle bustle of the peopled world, and through
oneself also confront the nature of every human heart. He had lived in
splendid isolation first in northern California, then in New Mxi co.
Most recently he had settled at the eastern edge of the devel oped part
of Orange County at the end of Silverado Canyon, which was part of a
series of brush-covered hills and ravines spotted wi th numerous
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California |live oaks and | ess nunerous rustic cabins.

I n Septenber of the previous year, Lindsey and Hatch had gone to a
restaurant at the civilized end of Silverado Canyon, which served strong
drinks and good steaks. They had eaten at one of the tables in the
taproom which was paneled in knotty pine with |imestone col ums
supporting the roof. An inebriated white-haired man, sitting at the
bar, was holding forth on literature, art, and politics. H s opinions
were strongly held and expressed in caustic |anguage. Fromthe

af fectionate tol erance the curnudgeon received fromthe bartender and
patrons on the other bar stools, Lindsey guessed he was a regul ar
customer and a | ocal character who told only half as nany tales as were
tol d about him

Then Lindsey recognized him 5. Steven Honell. She had read and |iked
sone of his witing. She'd adnmired his selfless devotion to his art;
for she could not have sacrificed |ove, narriage, and children for her
pai nting, even though the exploration of her creative talent was as
important to her as having enough | ook to eat and water to drink

Li stening to Honell, she wi shed that she and Hatch had gone somewhere

el se for dinner because she woul d never again be able to read the
author's work without renenbering sonme of the vicious statenents he nade
about the witings and personalities of his contenporaries in letters.
Wth each drink, he grew nore bitter, nmore scathing, nore indul gent of
his own darkest instincts, and narkedly nore garrul ous.

Li quor reveal ed the gabby fool hidden inside the |egend of taciturnity;
anyone wanting to shut himup would have needed a horse veterinarian's
hypoderm c full of Denerol or a .357 Magnum Lindsey ate faster,
deciding to skip dessert and depart Honell's conmpany as swiftly as
possi bl e.

Then he recogni zed her. He kept glancing over his shoul der at her,
bli nking his rheuny eyes. Finally he unsteadily approached their table.

"Excuse nme, are you Lindsey Sparling, the artist?" She had known that he
soneti nes wote about American art, but she had not imagined he would

know her work or her face. "Yes, | am" she said, hoping he woul d not
say that he liked her work and that he would not tell her who he was. "I
i ke your work very much," he said. "I won't bother you to say nore."

But just as she relaxed and thanked him he told her his nanme, and she
was obligated to say that she liked his work, too, which she did, though
now she saw it in a light different fromthat in which it had previously
appeared to her. He seened less |ike a man who had sacrificed fanmly
love for his art than like a man incapable of giving that love. In

i solation he m ght have found a greater power to create; but he had al so
found nore tine to admre hinself and contenplate the infinite nunmber of
ways in which he was superior to the ruck of his fellow nmen. She tried
not to let her distaste show, spoke only glowi ngly of his novels, but he
seened to sense her disapproval. He quickly term nated the encounter
and returned to the bar.

He never | ooked her way again during the night. And he no |onger held
forth to the assenbl ed drinkers about anything, his attention directed
largely at the contents of his glass.

Now, sitting in the arns in her studio, holding the copy of Arts
American, and staring at Honell's byline, she felt her stonmach curdle.

She had seen the great nman in his cups, when he had uncl oaked nore of
his true self than it was his nature to reveal. Wrse, she was a person
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of some acconplishnent, who noved in circles that mght bring her into
contact with people Honell also knew. He saw her as a threat.

One way of neutralizing her was to undertake a well-witten, if unfair,
article criticizing her body of work; therafter, he could claimthat any
tales she told about himwere nmotivated by spite, of questionable true.
She knew what to expect fromhimin the Arts Anerican piece, and Honel
did not surprise her. Never before had she read criticisns nore vicious
yet so cunningly crafted to spare the critic accusations of persona

ani nosity.

When she finished, she closed the nmagazine and put it down gently on the
smal | table beside her chair. She didn't want to pitch it across the
room because she knew that reaction would have pl eased Honell if he had
been present to see it.

Then she said, "To hell with it," picked up the nagazine, and threw it
across the roomwith all the force she could nuster. It slapped hard
against the wall and clattered to the floor

Her work was inportant to her. Intelligence, enotion, talent, and
creativity went into it, and even on those occasi ons when a painting did
not turn out as well as she had hoped, no creation ever cane easily.
Angui sh al ways was a part of it. And nore self-revelation than seened
prudent .

Exhilaration and dispair in equal neasure. A critic had every right to
dislike an artist if his judgenent was based on thoughtful consideration
and an understanding of what the artist was trying to achieve. But this
was not genuine criticism This was sick invective.

Bile. Her work was inportant to her, and he had shit on it.

Filled with the energy of anger, she got up and paced. She knew that by
surrendering to anger she was letting Honell win; this was the response

he had hoped to extract fromher with his dental-pliers criticism But

she couldn't help it

She wi shed Hatch was there, so she could share her fury with him He
had a calmng effect greater than a fifth of bourbon

Her angry pacing brought her eventually to the wi ndow where by now t he
fat bl ack spider had constructed an el aborate web in the upper right
hand corner. Realizing that she had forgotten to get a jar fromthe
pantry, Lindsey picked up the magnifying gl ass and exam ned the silken
fillagree of the eight-legged fisherman's net, which glimered with a
pastel nother of-pearl iridescence. The trap was so delicate, so
alluring. But the living loomthat spun it was the very essence of all
predators, strong for its size and sleek and quick. |ts bul bous body
glistened like a drop of thick black blood, and its rendi ng mandi bl es
worked the air in anticipation of the flesh of prey not yet snared.

The spider and Steven Honell were of a kind, utterly alien to her and
beyond under st andi ng regardl ess of how | ong she observed them Both

spun their webs in silence and isolation. Both had brought their

Vi ci ousness into her house uniuvited, one through words in a nmagazine
and the other through a tiny crack in a wi ndow frame or door janb.

Bot h were poi sonous, vile.

She put down the magnifying glass. She could do nothing about Honell
but at |east she could deal with the spider. She snatched two Kl eenex
froma box atop her supply cabinet, and in one swift noverment she swept
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up the spinner and its web, crushing both.
She threw the wad of tissues in the waste can

Though she usually captured a spider when possible and kindly returned
it to the outdoors, she had no conpunction about the way she had dealt
with this one. Indeed, if Honell had been present at that nonment, when
his hateful attack was still so fresh in her mnd, she m ght have been
tenpted to deal with himin some manner as quick and violent as the
treatment she had accorded the spider.

She returned to her stool, regarded the unfinished canvas, and was
suddenly certain what refinenments it required. She opened tubes of
pai nt and set out her brushes. That wasn't the first time she had been
nmotivated by an unjust blow or a puerile insult, and she wondered how
many artists of all kinds had produced their best work with the
determination to rub it in the faces of the naysayers who had tried to
undercut or belittle them

When Li ndsey had been at work on the painting for ten or fifteen

m nutes, she was stricken by an unsettling thought which brought her
back to the worries that had preoccupied her before the arrival of the
mail and Arts Anerican. Honell and the spider were not the only
creatures who had invaded her honme uninvited. The unknown killer in
sungl asses al so had invaded it, in a way, by feedback through the
mysterious |link between himand Hatch. And what if he was as aware of
Hatch as Hatch was of hin? He might find a way to track Hatch down and
i nvade their hone for real, with the intention of doing far nobre harm
than either the spider or Honell could ever acconplish.

5

Irreviously, Hatch had visited Jonas Nyebern in his office at Orange
County General, but that Tuesday his appointnment was at the nedica
bui |l di ng off Janboree Road, where the physician operated his private
practi ce.

The waiting roomwas remarkable, not for its short-nap gray carpet and
standard-i ssue furniture, but for the artwork on its walls. Hatch was
surprised and inp by a collection of high-quality antique oil paintings
portraying religious scenes of a Catholic nature: the passion of St

Jude, the Crucifixion, the Holy Mother, the Anmmti ation, the
Resurrection, and nuch nore

The nobst curious thing was not that the collection was worth

consi derabl e noney. After all, Nyebern was an extrenely successfu

cardi ovascul ar surgeon who canme froma famly of nore than average
resources. But it was odd that a nenber of the nedical profession,

whi ch had taken an increasingly agnostic public posture throughout the

| ast few decades, should choose religious art of any kind for his office
wal | s, let al one such obvi ous denom national art that m ght offend
non- Cat hol i cs or nonbel i evers.

When the nurse escorted Hatch out of the waiting room he discovered the
coll ection continued along the hallways serving the entire suite.

He found it peculiar to see a fine oil of Jesus agony in Geane hung to
the left of a stainless-steel and white-enanel scale, and beside a chart
listing i deal weight according to height, age, and sex.

After weighing in and having his blood pressure and pul se taken, he
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waited for Nyebern in a small private room sitting on the end of an
exam nation table that was covered by a continuous roll of sanitary
paper.

On one wall hung an eye chart and an exquisite depiction of the
Ascension in which the artist's skill with Iight was so great that the
scene became three-di mensional and the figures therein seened al npst
alive.

Nyebern kept himwaiting only a mnute or two, and entered with a broad
smle. As they shook hands, the physician said, "I won't draw out the
suspense, Hatch. The tests all canme in negative. You' ve got a clean
bill of health."

Those words were not as wel come as they ought to have been. Hatch had
been hoping for some finding that would point the way to an
under st andi ng of his nightmares and his nystical connection with the man
who had killed the blond punker. But the verdict did not in the |east
surprise him He had suspected that the answers he sought were not
going to be that easy to find.

"So your night are only that," Nyebern said, "and nothing nore-just
ni ght mares. "

Hatch had not told himabout the vision of the gunshot bl onde who had

| ater been found dead, for real, on the freeway. As he had nmde clear
to Lindsey, he was not going to set hinself up to becone a headline
again, at |east not unless he saw enough of the killer to identify him
to the police, nore than he'd glinpsed in the mrror last night, in

whi ch case he woul d have no choice but to face the nmedia spotlight "No
cranial pressure,” Nyebern said, "no chem coel ectrical inbalance, no
sign of a shift in the | ocation of the pineal gland-which can sonetines
| ead to severe nightmares and even waki ng hallucinations.. ." He went
over the tests one by one, nethodical as usual

As he listened, Hatch realized that he al ways renenbered the physician
as being older than he actually was. Jonas Nyebern had a grayness about
him and a gravity, that left the inpression of advanced age.

Tall and | anky, he hunched his shoul ders and stooped slightly to
deenphasi ze his height, resulting in a posture nore like that of an
el derly man than of soneone his true age, which was fifty. At tinmes
there was about him as well, an air of sadness, as if he had known
great tragedy.

When he finished going over the tests, Nyebern | ooked up and snil ed
again. It was a warmsnile, but that air of sadness clung to himin
spite of it. "The problemisn't physical, Hatch."

"I's it possible you could have mi ssed sonet hi ng?"
"Possible, | suppose, but very unlikely. W

"An extrenely m nor piece of brain damage, a few hundred cells, night
not show up on your tests yet have a serious effect.”

"As | said, very unlikely. | think we can safely assunme that this is
strictly an enotional problem a perfectly understandabl e consequence of
the trauma you've been through. Let's try a little standard therapy."

"Psychot her apy?"

"Do you have a problemw th that?"
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"No. "
Except, Hatch thought, it won't work. This isn't an enotional problem
This is real

"I know a good man, first-rate, you'll like him" Nyebern said, taking a
pen fromthe breast pocket of his white snock and witing the nane of
the psychot herapi st on the blank top sheet of a prescription pad.

"I'"ll discuss your case with himand tell himyou'll be calling. |Is
that all right?"

"Yeth. Sure. That's fine."

He wi shed he could tell Nyebern the whole story. But then he would
definitely sound as if he needed therapy. Reluctantly he faced the
realization that neither a medical doctor nor a psychotherapist could
help him H's ailnent was too strange to respond to standard treatnents
of any ki nd.

Maybe what he needed was a witch doctor. O an exorcist. He did al nost
feel as if the black-clad killer in sunglasses was a denon testing his
defenses to deternine whether to attenpt possessing him They chatted a
coupl e of mnutes about things nonnedi cal

Then as Hatch was getting up to go, he pointed to the painting of the
Ascension. "Beautiful piece."

"Thank you. It is exceptional, isn't it?"

"l taaan."

"That's right."

"Barly eighteenth century?"

"Ki ght again," Nyebern said. "You know religious art?"

"Not all that well. But | think the whole collectionis Italian from
the sane period."

"That it is. Another piece, maybe two, and I'Il call it conplete.”

"Odd to see it here," Hatch said, stepping closer to the painting beside
the eye chart.

"Yes, | know what you nean," Nybern said, "but | don't have enough wal
space for all this at home. There, |I'mputting together a collection of
nmodern religious art."

"I's there any?"

"Not much. Religious subject natter isn't fashionable these days anobng

the really talented artists. The bulk of it is done by hacks. But here
and there... soneone with genuine talent is seeking enlightennment along
the old paths, painting these subjects with a contenporary eye.

I"l'l nove the nodern collection here when | finish this one and di spose
of it."

Hatch turned away fromthe painting and regarded the doctor wth
prof essional interest. "You're planning to sell?"
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"Ch, no," the physician said, returning his pen to his breast pocket.

His hand, with the | ong elegant fingers that one expected of a surgeon,
lingered at the pocket, as if he were pledging the truth of what he was
saying. "I'Il donate it. This will be the sixth collection of
religious art |'ve put together over the past twenty years, then given
away. "

Because he could roughly estinmate the value of the artwork he had seen
on the walls of the medical suite, Hatch was astoni shed by the degree of
phi | ant hropy indi cated by Nyebern's sinple statenent. "Wo's the
fortunate recipient?"

"Well, usually a Catholic university, but on two occasi ons another
Church institution," Nyebern said.

The surgeon was staring at the depiction of the Ascension, a distant
gaze in his eyes, as if he were seeing sonething beyond the painting,
beyond the wall on which it hung, and beyond the farthest horizon. His
hand still lingered over his breast pocket.

"Very generous of you," Hatch said.

"It's not an act of generosity." Nyebern's faraway voi ce now nmatched the
look in his eyes. "It's an act of atonenent."

That statenent begged for a question in response, although Hatch felt

that asking it was an intrusion of the physician's privacy. "Atonenent
for what?"

Still staring at the painting, Nyebern said, "I never talk about it."
"l don't nean to pry. | just thought-"

"Maybe it would do ne good to talk about it. Do you think it mght?"

Hatch did not answer-partly because he didn't believe the doctor was
actually listening to himanyway.

" At onenent,"” Nyebern said again. "At.... atonenent for being the son
of my father. ....... for being the father of ny son.”

Hatch didn't see how either thing could be a sin, but he waited, certain
that the physician would explain. He was beginning to feel |ike that
party-goer in the old Col eridge poem waylaid by the distraught Ancient
Mari ner who had a tale of terror that he was driven to inpart to others
| est, by keeping it to hinself, he lose what little sanity he stil
ret ai ned.

gazi ng unblinking at the painting, Nyebern said, "Wien | was only seven,
my father suffered a psychotic breakdown. He shot and killed ny nother
and ny brother. He wounded ny sister and ne, left us for dead, then
killed hinself."

"Jesus, |'msorry," Hatch said, and he thought of his own father's
bottom ess well of anger. "I'mvery sorry, Doctor." But he still did
not understand the failure or sin for which Nyebern felt the need to
at one.

"Certain psychoses may sonetinmes have a genetic cause. Wen | saw signs
of sociopathic behavior in ny son, even at an early age, | should have
known what was com ng, should've prevented it sonmehow. But | couldn't
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face the truth. Too painful. Then two years ago, when he was ei ghteen,
he stabbed his sister to death-" Hatch shuddered.

"-then his nother,"” Nyebern said.

Hatch started to put a hand on the doctor's arm then pulled back when
he sensed that Nyebern's pain could never be eased and that his wound
was beyond heal ing by any nedication as sinple as consol ati on

Al t hough he was g of an intensely personal way, the physician was not
seeki ng synpathy or the link of friendship from Hatch.

Suddenly he seened al most frighteningly self-contai ned He was about the
tragedy because the time had come to take it out of his persona
darkness to exam ne it again, and he would have spoken of it to anyone
who had been in that at that time instead of Hatch-or perhaps to the
enpty air itself if no one at all had been present.

"And when they were dead," Nyebern said, "Jereny took the sane knife
into the garage, a butcher knife, placed it by the handle in the vise on
my wor kbench stood on a stool, and fell forward, inpaling hinself on the
blade. He bled to death." The physician's right hand was still at his
breast pocket but he no |l onger seened |like a nman pl edging the truth of
what he said. Instead, he rem nded Hatch of a painting of Christ with
the Heart reveal ed, the slender hand of divine grace pointing to that
synbol of sack and prom se of eternity.

At | ast Nyebern | ooked away fromthe Ascension and nmet Hatch's eyes.

"Some say evil is just the consequences of our actions, no nore than a
result of our will. But | believe it's that-and nuch nore. | believe
evil is a very real force, an energy quite apart fromus, a presence in
the worl d.

Is that what you believe, Hatch?"

"Yes," Hatch said at once, and somewhat to his surprise.

Nyebern | ooked down at the prescription pad in his left hand. He took
his right hand away from his breast pocket, tore the top sheet off the
pad, and gave it to Hatch. "H s name's Foster. Dr. Gabriel Foster.

I"msure he'll be able to help you."
"Thanks," Hatch said nunbly.

Nyebern opened the door of the exam nation room and gestured for Hatch
to precede him

In the hallway, the physician said, "Hatch?"
Hat ch stopped and | ooked back at him
"Sorry," Nyebern said.

"For what ?"

"For explaining why | donate the paintings."
Hatch nodded. "Well, | asked, didn't [|?"
"But | could have been much briefer."

" m?u
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"l could have just said-maybe | think the only way for me to get into
Heaven is to buy ny way."

Qutside, in the sun-splashed parking lot, Hatch sat in his car for a
long tine, watching a wasp that hovered over the red hood as if it
thought it had found an enornous rose.

The conversation in Nyebern's office had seened strangely |ike a dream
and Hatch felt as if he were still rising out of sleep. He sensed that
the tragedy of Jonas Nyebern's death-haunted |ife had a direct bearing
on his own current problens, but although he reached for the connection,
he could not grasp it.

The wasp swayed to the left, to the right, but faced steadily toward the
wi ndshield as though it could see himin the car and was nysteriously
drawn to him Repeatedly, it darted at the gl ass, bounced off, and
resuned its hovering. Tap, hover, tap, hover, tatap, hover.

It was a very determ ned wasp. He wondered if it was one of those
speci es that possessed a single stinger that broke off in the target,
resulting in the subsequent death of the wasp. Tap, hover, tap, hover,
tap-tatap. |If it was one of those species, did it fully understand what
reward it would earn by its persistence? Tap, hover, tatap-tap

After seeing the |ast patient of the day, a followup visit with an
engaging thirty-year-old wonan on whom he had perforned an aortal graft
| ast March, Jonas Nyebern entered his private office at the back of the
medi cal suite and closed the door. He went behind the desk, sat down,
and | ooked in his wallet for a slip of paper on which was witten a

t el ephone nunber that he chose not to include on his Rol odex. He found
it, pulled the phone close, and punched in the seven nunbers.

Following the third ring, an answering nmachi ne picked up as it had on
his previous calls yesterday and earlier that norning: "This is Mrton
Redlow. I'mnot in the office right now After the beep, please |eave
a message and a nunber where you can be reached, and | will get back to
you as soon as possible."

Jonas waited for the signal, then spoke softly. "M. Redlow, this is
Dr. Nyebern. | know |'ve left other nmessages, but | was under the
impression that | would receive a report fromyou |last Friday.

Certainly by the weekend at the latest. Please call nme as soon as
possi ble. Thank you." He hung up

He wondered if he had reason to worry.
He wondered if he had any reason not to worry.
6

Regi na sat at her desk in Sister Mary Margaret's French cl ass, weary of
the snell of chal k dust and annoyed by the hardness of the plastic seat
under her butt, knowi ng how to say, Hello, | aman American. Can you
direct me to the nearest church where I mght attend Sunday Mass?

Tres boring.

She was still a fifth-grade student at St. Thonas's El ementary School ,
because continued attendance was a strict condition of her adoption

(Trial adoption. Nothing final yet. Could blow up. The Harrisons
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coul d decide they preferred raising parakeets to children, give her
back, get a bird. Please, God, nmake sure they repare that in Your
di vi ne wi sdom You designed birds so they poop a lot. Make sure they

know what a ness it'|ll be keeping the cage clean.) Wen she graduated
fromSt. Thonmas's El ementary, she would nove on to St. Thonas's High
School, because St. Thomas's had its fingers in everything. In

addition to the children's care honme and the two schools, it had a
daycare center and a thrift shop. The parish was |like a congl onerate,
and Father Jiminez was sort of a big executive like Donald Trunp, except
Father Jiminez didn't run around w th binbos or own ganbling casos.

The bingo parlor hardly counted.

(Dear God, that stuff about birds pooping a lot-that was in no way neant
as a criticism |1'msure You had Your reasons for naking birds poop a
lot, all over everythug, and like the nystery of the Holy Trinity, it's
just one of those things we ordinary hunans can't ever quite understand.
No of fense nmeant.) Anyway, she didn't mnd going to St. Thonmas's
School, because both the nuns and the lay teachers pushed you hard, and
you ended up learning a lot, and she loved to learn

By the last class on that Tuesday afternoon, however, she was full up
with g, and if Sister Mary Margaret called on her to say anything in
French, she woul d probably confine the word for church with the word for
sewer, which she had done once before, much to the delight of the other
ki ds and to her own notion. (Dear God, pl ease renenber that | nade nyself
say the Rosary as for that boner, just to prove | didn't mean anything
by it, it was only a nmistake. Wen the bell rang, she was the first out
of her seat and the first out of the classroomdoor, even though nost of
the kids at St. Thomas's School did not conme from St.

Thomas' s Hone and were not disabled in any way.

Al the way to her locker and all the way fromher |ocker to the front
exit, she wondered if M. Harrison would really be waiting for her, as
he had prom sed. She inmagined herself standing on the sidewalk with

ki ds swarm ng around her, unable to spot his car, the crowd gradually

di m nishing until she stood alone, and still no sign of his car, and her
wai ting as the sun set and the nmoon rose and her wistwatch ticked
toward midnight, and in the norning when the kids returned for another
day of school, she'd just go back inside with themand not tell anyone
the Harrisons didn't want her any nore.

He was there. In the red car. In a line of cars driven by other kids
parents. He | eaned across the seat to open the door for her as she
appr oached.

When she got in with her book bag and cl osed the door, he said, "Hard
day?"

"Yeah," she said, suddenly shy when shyness had never been one of her
maj or problens. She was having trouble getting the hang of this famly
thing. She was afraid maybe she'd never get it.

He said, "Those nuns."
"Yeah," she agreed.
"They're tough."
"Tough. "

"Tough as nails, those nuns."
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"Nails," she said, nodding agreenent, wondering if she would ever be
abl e to speak nore than one-word sentences agai n.

As he pulled away fromthe curb, he said, "I'Il bet you could put any
nun in the ring with any heavywei ght chanpion in the whole history of
boxing-1 don't care if it was even Mihammad Ali-and she'd knock hi m out
inthe first round."

Regi na couldn't help grinning at him

"Sure," he said. "Only Superman could survive a fight with a real hard
case nun. Batnman? Fooie! Even your average nun could nop up the floor
wi t h Bat man-or make soup out of the whol e gang of Teenage Miutant N nja
Turtles.”

"They nean well," she said, which was three words, at |east, but sounded
goofy. She might be better off not talking at all; she just didn't have
any experience at this father-kid stuff.

"Nuns?" he said. "Well, of course, they nean well. |If they didn't mean
well, they wouldn't be nuns. They'd be nmaybe Mafia hitnen,

international terrorists, United States Con" He did not speed hone |ike
a busy man with lots to do, but |ike sonebody out for a |eisurely drive.
She had not been in a car with himenough to know if that was how he

al ways drove, but she suspected maybe he was loafing along a little

sl ower than he usually did, so they could have nore tinme together, just
the two of them That was sweet. |t made her throat a little tight and
her eyes watery. ©Ch, terrific. A pile of cow flop could ve carried on
a better conversation than she was managi ng, so now she was going to
burst into tears, which would really cenent the relationship. Surely
every adoptive parent desperately hoped to receive a nute, enotionally
unstable girl with physical problens right?

It was all the rage, don't you know. Well, if she did cry, her
treacherous sinuses would kick in, and the old snot-faucet would start
gushi ng, which would surely make her even nore appenming. He'd give up
the idea of a leisurely drive, and head for home at such trenendous
speed that he'd have to stand on the brakes a nile fromthe house to
avoi d shooting straight through the back of the garage. (Please, God,
help ne here. You'll notice | thought "cow flop" not "cow shit," so |
deserve a little neig.) They chatted about this and that. Actually,
for a while he chatted and she pretty much just grunted |ike she was a
subhuman out on a pass fromthe zoo. But eventually she realized, to
her surprise, that she was tal king in conplete sentences, had been doing
so for a couple of mles, and was at ease with him

He asked her what she wanted to be when she grew up, and she just about
bent his ear clear off explaining that sone people actually nmade a
living witing the kinds of books she liked to read and that she had
been conposing her own stories for a year or two. Lane stuff, she

adm tted, but she would get better at it. She was very bright for ten
ol der than her years, but she couldn't expect actually to have a career
going until she was ei ghteen, naybe sixteen if she was |ucky. Wen had
M. Christopher Pike started publishing? Seventeen? Eighteen? Maybe
he'd been as old as twenty, but certainly no older, so that's what she
woul d shoot for-being the next M. Christopher Pike by the tinme she was
twenty. She had an entire notebook full of story ideas. Quite a few of
those i deas were good even when you crossed out the enbarrassingly
childish ones |like the story about the intelligent pig fromspace that
she had been so hot about for a while but now saw was hopel essly dunb.
She was still talking about writing books when they pulled into the
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driveway of the house in Laguna N guel, and he actually seened
i nterested.

She figured she might get the hang of this famly thing yet.

Vassago dreaned of fire. The click of the cigarette-lighter cover being
flipped open in the dark. The dry rasp of the striker wheel scraping
against the flint. A spark. A young girls white summer dress flowering
into flames.

The Haunted House abl aze. Screans as the cal cul atedly spooky darkness
di ssol ved under licking tongues of orange light. Tod Ledderbeck was
dead in the cavern of the MIIlipede, and now t he house of plastic

skel etons and rubber ghouls was abruptly tilled with real tenor and
pungent deat h.

He had dreamed of that fire previously, countless tines since the night
of Tod's twelfth birthday. It always provided the nost beautiful of al
the chinmeras and phantasns that passed behind his eyes in sleep

But on this occasion, strange faces and i mages appeared in the flanes.

The red car again. A solemly beautiful, auburn-haired child with | arge
gray eyes that seened too old for her face. A snall hand, cruelly bent,
with fingers mssing. A name, which had come to himonce before, echoed
through the | eaping flames and nelting shadows in the Haunted House.

Regina... ..... . Regi na.

The visit to Dr. Nyebern's office had depressed Hatch, both because the
tests had reveal ed nothing that shed any light on his strange

experi ences and because of the glinpse he had gotten into the
physician's own troubled life. But Regina was a nedicine for nelancholy
if ever there had been one. She had all the enthusiasmof a child her
age; life had not beaten her down one inch.

On the way fromthe car to the front door of the house, she noved nore
swiftly and easily than when she had entered Salvatore Gujilio' s office,
but the | eg brace did give her a neasured and sol erm gate. A bright
yel |l ow and blue butterfly acconpani ed her every step, fluttering gaily a
few inches fromher head, as if it knew that her spirit was very like
itself, beautiful and buoyant.

She said solemly, "Thank you for picking me up, M. Harrison."
"You're welconme, |I'msure," he said with equal gravity.

They woul d have to do sonething about this "M. Harrison" business
before the day was out. He sensed that her formality was partly a fear
of getting too close-and then being rejected as she had been during the
trial phase of her first adoption. But it was also a fear of saying or
doing the wong thing and unwittingly destroying her own prospects for
happi ness.

At the front door, he said, "Either Lindsey or I will be at the schoo
for you every day-unless you' ve got a driver's |license and woul d j ust
rat her come and go on your own."

She | ooked up at Hatch. The butterfly was describing circles in the air
above her head, as if it were a living crown or halo. She said, "You're
teasing ne, aren't you?"

"Well, yes, I'mafraid | am"
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She bl ushed and | ooked away fromhimas if she was not sure if being
teased was a good or bad thing. He could al nost hear her inner
thoughts: |Is he teasing ne because he thinks |I'mcute or because he
thinks |I'm hopel essly stupid or sonething pretty close to that.

Thr oughout the drive hone from school, Hatch had seen that Regina
suffered fromher share of self-doubt, which she thought she conceal ed
but which, when it struck, was evident in her |lovely, wonderfully
expressive face. Each tine he sensed a crack in the kid's

sel fconfidence, he wanted to put his arns around her, hug her tight, and
reassure her-which would be exactly the wong thing to do because she
woul d be appalled to realize that her nonents of inner turnoil were so
obvious to him She prided herself on being tough, resilient, and
self-sufficient. She projected that inage as arnor agai nst the world.

"l hope you don't mind sone teasing," he said as he inserted the key in
the door. "That's the way | am | could check nmyself into a Teasers
Anonynous program shake the habit, but it's a tough outfit. They beat
you with rubber hoses and nake you eat Lima beans."

When enough tinme passed, when she felt she was |oved and part of a

fam ly, her selfconfidence woul d be as unshakabl e as she wanted it to be
now. |In the meantime, the best thing he could do for her was pretend
that he saw her exactly as she wished to be seen-and quietly, patiently
hel p her finish becom ng the poised and assured person she hoped to be.

As he opened the door and they went inside, Regina said, "I used to hate
Li ma beans, all kinds of beans, but | made a deal with God. |f he gives
me sonmething | specially want, 1'll eat every kind of bean there is for

the rest of ny life without ever conplaining."

In the foyer, closing the door behind them Hatch said, "That's quite an
offer. God ought to be inpressed."”

"l sure hope so," she said.

And in Vassago's dream Regina noved in sunlight, one leg enbraced in
steel, a butterfly attending her as it might a flower. A house thanked
by palmtrees. A door. She |ooked up at Vassago, and her eyes reveal ed
a soul of trenendous vitality and a heart so vulnerable that the beat of
his own was qui ckened even in sleep

They found Lindsey upstairs, in the extra bedroomthat served as her
at-honme studio. The easel was angled away fromthe door, so Hatch
couldn't see the painting. Lindsey's blouse was half in and half out of
her jeans, her hair was in disarray, a snmear of rust-red paint narked
her |l eft cheek, and she had a | ook that Hatch knew from experi ence neant
she was in the final fever of work on a piece that was turning out to be
everyt hing she had hoped.

"H, honey," Lindsey said to Regina. "How was school ?"

Regi na was flustered, as she al ways seened to be, by any term of
endearnent. "Well, school is school, you know. "

"Well, you nust like it. | know you get good grades."

Regi na shrugged off the conplinment and | ooked enbarrassed.

Repressing the urge to hug the kid, Hatch said to Lindsey, "She's going
to be a witer when she grows up."
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"Real | y?" Lindsey said. "That's exciting. | knew you |oved books, but

| didn't realize you wanted to wite "Neither did |I," the girl said, and
suddenly she was in gear and off, her initial awkwardness with Lindsey
past, words pouring out of her as she crossed the room and went behind
the easel to have a look at the work in progress, "until just |ast
Christrmas, when ny gift under the tree at the honme was si x paperbacks.
Not books for a ten-year-old, either, but the real stuff, because | read
at a tenth-grade level, which is fifteen years ol d.

I"'mwhat they call precocious. Anyway, those books nade the best gift
ever, and | thought it'd be neat if sonmeday a girl like ne at the hone
got ny books under the tree and felt the way |I felt, not that 1'Il ever
be as good a witer as M. Daniel Pinkwater or M. Christopher Pike

Jeeze, | nean, they're right up there with Shakespeare and Judy Bl une.

But |'ve got good stories to tell, and they're not all that
intelligent-pig-fromspace crap.

Sorry. | nmean poop. | mean junk. Intelligent-pig-fromspace junk
They're not all like that."

Li ndsey never showed Hatch-or anyone el se-a canvas in progress,

wi t hhol ding even a glinpse of it until the final brush stroke had been
applied. Though she was evidently near conpletion of the current

pai nting, she was still working on it, and Hatch was surprised that she
didn't even twitch when Regina went around to the front of the easel to
have a | ook. He decided that no kid, just because she had a cute nose
and sone freckles, was going to be accorded a privilege he was deni ed,
so he al so wal ked boldly around the easel to take a peek

It was a stunning piece of work. The background was a field of stars,
and superinmposed over it was the transparent face of an ethereally
beautiful young boy. Not just any boy. Their Jinmy. Wen he was alive
she had painted hima few tinmes, but never since his death-until now It
was an idealized Jinmy of such perfection that his face m ght have been
that of an angel. His loving eyes were turned upward, toward a warm
Iight that rained down upon himfrom beyond the top of the canvas, and
hi s expressi on was nmore profound than joy. Rapture.

In the foreground, as the focus of the work, floated a black rose, not
transparent like the face, rendered in such sensuous detail that Hatch
could al nost feel the velvety texture of each plush petal. The green
skin of the stemwas noist with a cool dew, and the thorns were
portrayed with such piercingly sharp points that he half believed they
woul d prick like real thorns if touched. A single drop of blood

gli stened on one of the black petals. Sonehow Lindsey had inbued the
floating rose with an aura of preternatural power, so it drew the eye,
demanded attention, alnbst nesneric in its effect. Yet the boy did not
| ook down at the rose; he gazed up at the radi ant object only he could
see, the inplication being that, as powerful as the rose might be, it
was of no interest whatsoever when conpared to the source of the |ight
above.

Fromthe day of Jimmy's death until Hatch's resuscitation, Lindsey had
refused to take solace fromany god who would create a world with death
init. He a priest suggesting prayer as a route to acceptance and
psychol ogi cal healing, and Lindsey's response had been cold and

di smi ssive: Prayer never works. Eat no nmiracles, Father. stay and the
living only wait to join them Something had changed in her now.
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The black rose in the painting was death. Yet it had no power over
Ji mmy.

He had gone beyond death, and it meant nothing to him He was rising
above it. And by being able to conceive of the painting and bring it
off so flaw essly, Lindsey had found a way to say goodbye to the boy at
| ast, .

goodbye without regrets, goodbye w thout bitterness, goodbye with |ove
and with a sag new acceptance of the need for belief in sonething nore
than a life that ended always in a cold, black hole in the ground.

"It's so beautiful," Regina said with genuine awe. "Scary in a way,
don't know why... ... . but so beautiful." Hatch | ooked up fromthe
pai nting, met Lindsey's eyes, tried to say sonmething, but could not
speak. Since his resuscitation, there had been a rebirth of Lindsey's
heart as well as his own, and they had confronted the mistake they had
made by losing five years to grief. But on sone fundanental |evel, they
had not accepted that life could ever be as sweet as it had been before
that one small death; they had not-let Jimy go. Now, neeting Lindsey's
eyes, he knew that she had actually enbraced hope again w thout
reservation. The full weight of his little boy's death fell upon Hatch
as it had not in years, because if Lindsey could nmake peace with God, he
must do so as well. He tried to again, could not, |ooked again at the
pai nting, he was going to cry, and left the room

He didn't know where he was going. Wthout quite renenbering taking any
step along the route, he went downstairs, into the den that they had
offered to Regina as a bedroom opened the French doors, and stepped
into the rose garden at the side of the house.

In the warm afternoon sun, the roses were red, white, yellow, pink, and
the shade of peach skins, sone only buds and sone as big as saucers, but
not one of themblack. The air was full of their enchanting fragrance.

Wth the taste of salt in the corners of his nobuth, he reached out with
both hands toward the nearest rose-laden bush, intending to touch the
flowers, but his hands stopped short of them Wth his arns thus
form ng a cradle, he suddenly could feel a weight draped across them

In reality, nothing was in his arms, but the burden he felt was no
mystery; he remenbered, as if it had been an hour ago, how the body of
hi s cancer-wasted son had felt.

In the final nonents before death's hateful visitation, he had pulled
the wires and tubes fromJim had lifted himoff the sweat-soaked

hospital bed, and had sat in a chair by the wi ndow, hol ding himclose
and nurmuring to himuntil the pale, parted |lips drew no nore breath.

Until his own death, Hatch would renmenber precisely the weight of the
wasted boy in his arns, the sharpness of bones with so little flesh |eft
to pad them the awful dry heat pouring off skin translucent with
sickness, the heart-rendingfragility.

He felt all that now, in his enpty arms, there in the rose garden

When he | ooked up at the summer sky, he said, "Why?" as if there were
Soneone to answer. "He was so small," Hatch said. "He was so dammed
smal | ."

As he spoke, the burden was heavier than it had ever been in that
hospital room a thousand tons in his enpty arms, maybe because he stil
didn't want to free hinself of it as much as he thought he did.
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But then a strange thing happened-the weight in his arms slowy
dmunmshed, and the invisible body of his son seened to float out of his
enbrace, as if the flesh had been transnmuted entirely to spirit at |ong
last, as if Jimhad no need of conforting or consol ati on any nore.

Hatch | owered his arns.

Maybe from now on the bhittersweet nenory of a child | ost would be only
the sweet nmenory of a child loved. And maybe, henceforth, it would not
be a menory so heavy that it oppressed the heart.

He stood anobng the roses.
The day was warm The | ate-afternoon |ight was gol den
The sky was perfectly clear-and utterly nysterious.

Regi na asked if she could have sonme of Lindsey's paintings in her room
and she sounded sincere. They chose three. Together they hamrered in

pi cture hooks and hung the paintings where she wanted themalong with a
foot-tall crucifix she had brought from her room at the orphanage.

As they worked, Lindsey said, "How about dinner at a really super pura
parlor | know?"

"Yeah!" the girl said enthusiastically. "I love pizza."
"They nake it with a nice thick crust, lots of cheese."
" Pepper oni ?"

“Cut thin, but lots of it."

" Sausage?"

"Sure, why not. Though you're sure this isn't getting to be a pretty
revolting pizza for a vegetarian |ike you?"

Regi na blushed. "Ch, that. | was such a little shit that day. Oh,
jeeze sorry. | mean, such a ass. | nean, such a jerk."
"That's okay," Lindsey said. "W all behave |like jerks now and then."

"You don't. M. Harri son doesn't."

"Ch, just wait." Standing on a stepstool in front of the wall opposite
the bed' Lindsey pounded in a nail for a picture hook. Regina was

hol ding the painting for her. As she took it fromthe girl to hang it,
Li ndsey said, "Listen, will you do ne a favor at dinner tonight?"

"Favor? Sure?"

"I knowit's still awkward for you, this new arrangenment. You don't
really feel at hone and probably won't for a long time-"

"Ch, it's very nice here," the girl protested.

Li ndsey slipped the wire over the picture hook and adjusted the painting
until it hung straight. Then she sat down on the stepstool, which just
about brought her and the girl eye to eye. She took hold of both of

Regi na' s hands, the normal one and the different one. "You're right
it's very nice here. But you and | both know that's not the sane as
hone. | wasn't going to push you on this. | was going to let you take
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your tinme, but.. . Even if it seenms a |iNe premature to you, do you
t hi nk tonight at dinner you could stop calling us M. and Ms.
Harri son?

asked Hatch. It would be very inportant to him just now, if you could
at least call himHatch."

The girl lowered her eyes to their interlocked hands. "WelIl, | guess
sure... that would be okay."

"And you know what? | realize this is asking nore than it's fair to ask

yet, before you really know himthat well. But do you know what woul d

be the best thing in the world for himright now?"
The girl was still staring at their hands. "What?"

"If sonmehow you could find it in your heart to call himDad. Don't say
yes or no just now. Think about it. But it would be a wonderful thing
for you to do for him for reasons | don't have tine to explain right
here. And | prom se you this, Regina-he is a good man. He will do
anything for you, put his life on the Iine for you if it ever canme to
that, and never ask for anything. He'd be upset if he knew | was even
asking you for this. But all 1'"masking, really, is for you to think
about it."

After a long silence, the girl |ooked up fromtheir |inked hands and

nodded. "Okay. |'ll think about it."

"Thank you, Regirta." She got up fromthe stepstool. "Now |let's hang
that |ast painting."

Li ndsey neasured, penciled a spot on the wall, and nailed in a picture
hook.

When Regi na handed over the painting, she said, "It's just that all ny
e there's never been anyone | called Momor Dad. It's a very new
t hi ng. "

Li ndsey smiled. "I understand, honey. | really do. And so will Hatch

if it takes tine."

In the blazing Haunted House, as the cries for help and the screans of
agony swell ed | ouder, a strange object appeared in the firelight. A
single rose. A black rose. It floated as if an unseen nagi ci an was
levitating it.

Vassago had never encountered anything nore beautiful in the world of
the living, in the world of the dead, or in the realmof dreans. It

shi mered before him its petals so snooth and soft that they seened to
have been cut from swatches of the night sky unspoiled by stars. The
thorns were exquisitely sharp, needles of glass. The green stem had the
oi l ed sheen of a serpent's skin. One petal held a single drop of bl ood.

The rose faded fromhis dream but later it returned-and with it the
worman naned Lindsey and the auburn-haired girl with the soft-gray eyes.

Vassago yearned to possess all three: the black rose, the woman, and the
girl with the gray eyes.

After Hatch freshened up for dinner, while Lindsey finished getting
ready in the bathroom he sat alone on the edge of their bed and read
the article by S. Steven Honell in Arts American. He could shrug off
virtually any insult to hinmself, but if sonmeone slammred Lindsey, he
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al ways reacted with anger. He couldn't even deal well with reviews of
her work that she thought had nmade valid criticisms. Reading Honell's
vicious, snide, and ultinmately stupid diatribe dismssing her entire
career as "wasted energy," Hatch grew angrier by the sentence.

As had happened the previous night, his anger erupted into fiery rage

wi th vol canic abruptness. The nmuscles in his jaws clenched so hard, his
teeth ached. The magazi ne began to shake because his hands were
trenbling with fury. H's vision blurred slightly, as if he were | ooking
at everything through shinmering waves of heat, and he had to blink and
squint to make the fuzzy-edged words on the page resolve into readable
print.

As when he had been lying in bed last night, he felt as if his anger
opened a door and as if sonething entered himthrough it, a foul spirit
that knew only rage and hate. O nmaybe it had been with himall along
but sl eeping, and his anger had roused it. He was not alone inside his
own head. He was aware of another presence, |ike a spider crawing
through the narrow space between the inside of his skull and the surface
of his brain.

He tried to put the nagazi ne aside and cal m down. But he kept reading
because he was not in full possession of hinself Vassago noved through

t he Haunt ed House, untroubled by the hungry fire, because he had pl anned
an escape route. Sonetines he was twelve years old, and sonetines he
was twenty. But always his path was |it by human torches, some of whom
had col | apsed into silent nelting heaps upon the snoking fl oor, sone of
whom expl oded into flames even as he passed them

In the dream he was carrying a nagazi ne, folded open to an article that
angered himand seened inperative he read. The edges of the pages
curled in the heat and threatened to catch fire. Names |eaped at him
fromthe pages. Lindsey. Lindsey Sparling. Now he had a |ast name for
her. He felt an urge to toss the nagazi ne aside, slow his breathing,

cal mdown. Instead he stoked his anger, let a sweet flood of rage
overwhel m him and told hinmself that he nust know nore. The edges of
the magazi ne pages curled in the heat. Honell. Another nane.

Steven Honell. Bits of burning debris fell on the article. StevenS
Honell. No. The 5 first. 5. Steven Honell. The paper caught fire.
Honell. A witer. A barroom Silverado Canyon. |In his hands, the

magazi ne burst into flanmes that flashed into his ab He shed sleep |ike
a fired bullet shedding its brass jacket, and sat up in his dark
hi deaway. W de awake. Excited. He knew enough now to find the wonman.

One nonent rage like a fire swept through Hatch, and the next nonment it
was extinguished. His jaws rel axed, his tense shoul ders sagged, and his
hands uncl enched so suddenly that he dropped the nmagazi ne on the fl oor
between his feet.

He continued to sit on the edge of the bed for a while, stunned and
confused. He |ooked toward the bat hroom door, relieved that Lindsey had
not wal ked in on himwhile he had been.. . Been what? 1In his trance?

Posessi on?
He snel |l ed sonething peculiar, out of place. Snoke.
He | ooked at the issue of Arts American on the floor between his feet.

Hesitantly, he picked it up. It was still fol ded open to Honell's
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article about Lindsey. Although no visible van rose fromthe nagazi ne,

t he paper exuded the heavy snell of snoke. The odors of burning wood,
paper, tar, plastics. and sonething worse. The edges of the paper were
yel l ow-brown and crisp, as if they had been ex to al nbst enough heat to
i nduce spont aneous conbusti on

7

When the knock came at the door, Honell was sitting in a rocking chair
by the fireplace. He was drinking Chivas Regal and readi ng one of his
own novels, Mss Culvert, which he had witten twenty-five years ago
when he was only thirty.

He re-read each of his nine books once a year because he was in
per petual conpetition with hinself, striving to inprove as he grew ol d
instead of settling quietly into sea the way nost witers did.

Constant betternent was a form dabl e chal | enge because he had been
awfully good at an early age. Every time he re-read hinmsel f, he was
surprised to discover that his body of work was considerably nore

i mpressive than he remenbered it.

M ss Culvert was a fictional treatnment of his nother's self-absorbed
lite in the respectabl e upper-m ddl e-cl ass society of a downstate
Illinois town, an indictnment of the self-satisfied and stiflingly bland
"culture" of the Mdwest. He had really captured the essence of the
bitch. Oh how he had captured her. Reading Mss Culvert, he was

rem nded of the hurt and horror with which his nother had received the
novel on first publication, and he decided that as soon as he had
finished the book, he would take down the sequel, Ms. Towers, which
dealt with her marriage to his father, her w dowhood, and her second
marriage. He renmi ned convinced that the sequel was what had killed
her. Oficially, it was a heart attack. But cardiac infarction had to
be triggered by something, and the timng was satisfyingly concurrent
with the release of Ms. Towers and the nedia attention it received.

,1 When t he unexpected caller knocked, a pang of resentnment shot through
Honell. His face puckered sourly. He preferred the conpany of his own
characters to that of anyone who m ght conceivably come visiting,
uninvited. O invited, for that natter. Al of the people in his books
were carefully refined, claahed, whereas people in real lite were
unfailingly ... well, rezzy, nurky, pointlessly conplex.

He gl anced at the clock on the nmantel. Ten past nine o'clock

The knock sounded again. More insistent this tine. It was probably a
nei ghbor, which was a di smayi ng thought because his nei ghbors were all
fool s.

He considered not answering. But in these rural canyons, the |locals

t hought of themsel ves as "neighborly," never as the pests they actually
were, and if he didn't respond to the knocking, they would circle the
house, peeping in w ndows, out of a country-folk concern for his
wel f are.

CGod, he hated them He tolerated themonly because he hated the people
in the cities even nore, and | oathed suburbanites.

He put down his Chivas and the book, pushed up fromthe rocking chair,
and went to the door with the intention of giving a firy dressing down
to whoever was out there on the porch. Wth his command of | anguage, he
could nortify anyone in about one mnute flat, and have themrunning for
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cover in two mnutes. The pleasure of nmeting out humiliation would
al nost conpensate for the interruption

When he pulled the curtain back fromthe glass panes in the front door,
he was surprised to see that his visitor was not one of the neighbors-in
fact, not anyone he recogni zed. The boy was no nore than twenty, pale
as the wings of the snowflake noths that batted against the porch |ight.

He was dressed entirely in black and wore sungl asses.

Honel | was unconcerned about the caller's intentions. The canyon was

| ess than an hour fromthe nost heavily popul ated parts of Orange
County, but it was nonetheless renpote by virtue of its forbidding
geography and the poor condition of the roads. Crinme was no problem
because crinminals were generally attracted to nore popul ous areas where
the pickings were nore plentiful. Besides, nost of the people living in
the cabins thereabouts had nothing worth stealing.

He found the pal e young man intri gui ng.

"What do you want?" he asked without opening the door
"M. Honell?"

"That's right."

"5. Steven Honell ?"

"Are you going to nmake a torture of this?"

"Sir, excuse nme, but are you the witer?"

Col | ege student. That's what he had to be.

A decade ago-well, nearly two-Honell had been besi eged by coll ege
English nmajors who wanted to apprentice under himor just worship at his
feet. They were an inconstant crowd, however, on the |ookout for the
|atest trend, with no genuine appreciation for high literary art.

Hel I, these days, nost of themcouldn't even read; they were college
students in nane only. The institutions through which they matricul at ed
were little nmore than days centers for the termnally immature, and they
were no nore likely to study than to By to Mars by flapping their arns.

"Yes, I'mthe witer. Wat of it?"

"Sir, I"'ma great admrer of your books."
"Li stened to them on audi ot ape, have you?"
"Sir? No, |I've read them all of them"

The audi ot apes, licensed by his publisher w thout his consent, were
abridged by two-thirds. Travesties.

"Ah. Read themin com c-book format, have you?" Honell said sourly,
though to the best of his know edge the sacril ege of com c-book
adapt ati on had not yet been perpetrat ed.

"Sir, I"'msorry to intrude like this. It really took a lot of tinme for
me to work up the courage to conme see you. Tonight | finally had the
guts, and | knew if | delayed |I'd never get up the nerve again. | amin
awe of your witing, sir, and if you could spare ne the tine, just a
little tinme, to answer a few questions, |'d be nost grateful."
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Alittle conversation with an intelligent young man mght, in fact, have
more charmthan re-reading Mss Culvert. A long tine had passed since
the last such visitor, who had come to the eyrie in which Honell had
then been living above Santa Fe. After only a brief hesitation, he
opened the door.

"Cone in, then, and we'll see if you really understand the conplexities
of what you've read."

The young man stepped across the threshold, and Honell turned away,
headi ng back toward the rocking chair and the Chivas.

"This is very kind of you, sir," the visitor said as he cl osed the door.
"Kindness is a quality of the weak and stupid, young man. |'ve other
nmotivations." As he reached his chair, he and said, "Take off those
sungl asses. Sungl asses at night is the worst kind of Hollywood

af fectation, not the sign of a serious person.”

"I"'msorry, sir, but they're not an affectation. |It's just that this
world is so nmuch nore painfully bright than Hell-which |'m sure you'l
eventual |y discover."

Hatch had no appetite for dinner. He only wanted to sit alone with the
i nexplicably beat-led issue of Arts American and stare at it until, by
CGod, he forced hinself to understand exactly what was happening to him

He was a man of reason. He could not easily enbrace supernatura

expl anations. He was not in the antiques business by accident; he had a
need to surround hinmself with things that contributed to an atnosphere
of order and stability.

But kids al so hungered for stability, which included regular nealtines,
so they went to dinner at a pizza parlor, after which they caught a
novie at the theater conplex next door. |t was a conedy. Though the
filmcouldn't nake Hatch forget the strange problens plaguing him the
frequent sound of Regina's nusical giggle did sonewhat soothe his
abraded nerves.

Later, at home, after he had tucked the girl in bed, kissed her
f orehead, wi shed her sweet dreans, and turned off the light, she said,
"Goodnight ... Dad."

He was in her doorway, stepping into the hall, when the word "dad"
stopped him He turned and | ooked back at her

"Goodni ght," he said, deciding to receive her gift as casually as she
had given it, for fear that if he nmade a big deal about it, she would
call himM. Harrison forever. But his heart soared

In the bedroom where Lindsey was undressing, he said, "She called ne
Dad. "

"Who di d?"

"Be serious, who do you think?"

"How rmuch did you pay her?"

"You're just jealous cause she hasn't called you Momyet."

"She will. She's not so afraid any nore."
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n G y 0 u ? n
"OfF taking a chance."

Bef ore getting undressed for bed, Hatch went downstairs to check the
t el ephone answering nmachine in the kitchen. Funny, after all that had
happened to himand considering the problens he still had to sort out,
the nmere fact that the girl had called him Dad was enough to qui cken
his step and raise his spirits. He clinbed the stairs two at a tine.

The answering nachine was on the counter to the left of the
refrigerator, below the cork meno board He was hoping to have a response
fromthe estate executor to whom he had given a bid for the Wdgwood
collection that norning. The wi ndow on the machi ne showed three
messages. The first was from d enda Dockridge, his right hand at the
anti que shop. The second was from Sinpson Snith, a friend and antique
deal er on Melrose Place in Los Angeles. The third was from Janice
Dinmes, a friend of Lindsey's. Al three were reporting the sanme news:
Hat ch, Lindsey, Hatch and Li ndsey, have you seen tv? have you read the
paper, have you heard the news about Cooper, about that guy who ran you
off the road, about Bill Cooper, he's dead he was killed he was kill ed
| ast night.

Hatch felt as if a refrigerant, instead of blood, punped through his
veins.

| ast eveni ng he had raged about Cooper getting off scot-free, and had
wi shed himdead. No, wait. He'd said he wanted to hurt him make him
pay, pitch himin that icy river, but he hadn't really wanted Cooper
dead.

And so what if he had wanted hi m dead? He had not killed the man. He
was not at fault for what had happened.

Punching the button to erase the nmessages, he thought: The cops wll
want to talk to nme sooner or |ater.

Then he wondered why he was worried about the police. WMybe the
murderer was already in custody, in which case no suspicion would fal
upon him But why should he come under suspicion anyway? He had done
not hing. Nothing. Wy was guilt creeping through himlike the

M1 I1ipede inching up a |ong tunnel?

He hurried upstairs.
MI1Iipede?

The utterly enigmatic nature of that image chilled him He couldn't
reference the source of it. As if it wasn't his own thought but
sonet hing he had... received

Li ndsey was lying on her back in bed, adjusting the covers around her

The newspaper was on his nightstand, where she always put it. He
snatched it up and quickly scanned the front page.

"Hatch?" she said. "Wat's wong?"
"Cooper's dead."
"What ?"

"The guy driving the beer truck. WIIliam Cooper. Mirdered."
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She threw back the covers and sat on the edge of the bed.

He found the story on page three. He sat beside Lindsey, and they read
the article together

According to the newspaper, police were interested in talking to a young
man in his early twenties, with pale skin and dark hair. A nei ghbor had
glimpsed himfleeing down the alleyway behind the Palin Court
apartnments. He might have been wearing sungl asses. At night.

"He's the sanme dammed one who killed the blonde," Hatch said fearfully.

"The sungl asses in the rearview mrror. And now he's picking up on ny
thoughts. He's acting out ny anger, nurdering people that 1'd like to
see puni shed."

"That doesn't nmke sense. |t can't be."

"It is." He felt sick. He |ooked at his hands, as if he mght actually
find the truck driver's blood on them "M God, | sent himafter
Cooper. "

He was so appal |l ed, so psychol ogically oppressed by a sense of
responsibility for what had happened, that he wanted desperately to wash
his hands, scrub themuntil they were raw. Wen he tried to get up, his
| egs were too weak to support him and he had to sit right down again.

Li ndsey was shocked and horrified, but she did not react to the news
story as strongly as Hatch did.

Then he told her about the reflection of the black-dressed young man in
sungl asses, which he had seen in the mrrored door in place of his own
i mge, last night in the den when he had been ranting about Cooper. He
told her, as well, how he lay in bed after she was asl eep, brooding
about Cooper, and how his anger suddenly exploded into artery-popping
rage.

He spoke of the sense he'd had of being i nvaded and overwhel ned, ending
in the blackout. And for a kicker, he recounted how his anger had

escal ated unreasonably as he had read the piece in Arts Anerican earlier
this evening, and he took the nmmgazi ne out of his nightstand to show her
the inexplicably scorched pages.

By the tinme Hatch finished, Lindsey's anxiety matched his, but dismay at
his secretiveness seened greater than anything el se she was feeling.

"Why' d you hide all of this from me?"

"I didn't want to worry you," he said, knowi ng how feeble it sounded.

"We've never hidden anything fromeach other before. W' ve always
shared everything. Everything."

"I"'msorry, Lindsey. 1..... . it's just that... these |last couple
months ... the nightmares of rotting bodies, violence, fire,... and
the last few days, all this w erdness...."

"From now on," she said, "there'll be no secrets.”
"I only wanted to spare yon-"

"No secrets," she insisted.

file:/lIG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Hideaway.txt (172 of 246) [2/9/2004 10:01:16 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Hideaway.txt
"Ckay. No secrets.”

"And you're not responsible for what happened to Cooper. Even if there
is some kind of link between you and this killer, and even if that's why
Cooper becane a target, it's not your fault. You didn't know that being
angry at Cooper was equivalent to a death sentence. You couldn't have
done anything to prevent it."

Hatch | ooked at the heat-seared nmmgazi ne in her hands, and a shudder of
dread passed through him "But it'll be my fault if |I don't try to save
Honel | . "

Frowni ng, she said, "Wat do you nean?"

"If ny anger somehow focused this guy on Cooper, why wouldn't it also
focus himon Honell?"

Honel | woke to a world of pain. The difference was, this tine he was on
the receiving end of it-and it was physical rather than enotional pain.

H s crotch ached fromthe kick he'd taken. A blow to his throat had
I eft his esophagus feeling |like broken glass. H s headache was
excruci ati ng.

H s wists and ankl es burned, and at first he could not understand why;
then he realized he was tied to the four posts of sonething, probably
his bed, and the ropes were chafing his skin.

He coul d not see much, partly because his vision was blurred by tears
but al so because his contact | enses had been knocked out in the attack

He knew he had been assaulted, but for a nmonent he could not recall the
identity of his assailant.

Then the young man's face | oomed over him blurred at first like the
surface of the moon through an unadjusted tel escope. The boy bent
closer, closer, and his face came into focus, handsonme and pale, framed
by thick black hair. He was not smling in the tradition of novie
psychotics, as Honell expected he would be. He was not scow ing,

either, or even frowning. He was expressionl ess-except, perhaps, for a
subtle hint of that solem professional curiosity with which an

ent onol ogi st mi ght study sone new nutant variation of a famliar species
of insect.

"I"'msorry for this discourteous treatnment, sir, after you were kind
enough to welconme ne into your home. But |I'mrather in a hurry and
couldn't take the time to discover what | need to know through ordinary
conversation."

"\What ever you want," Honell said placatingly. He was shocked to hear
how drastically his nellifluous voice, always a reliable tool for
seduction and expressive instrunment of scorn, had changed. It was
raspy, marked by a wet gurgle, thoroughly disgusting.

"I would l'ike to know who Lindsey Sparling is,"'
di spassi onately, "and where | can find her."

the young man said

Hatch was surprised to find Honell's nunber in the tel ephone book. O
course, the author's name was not as familiar to the average citizen as
it had been during his brief glory years, when he had published Ms

Cul vert and Ms. Towers. Honell didn't need to be worried about
privacy these days; evidently the public gave himnore of it than he
desi red.
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VWil e Hatch called the nunber, Lindsey paced the length of the bedroom
and back. She had nade her position clear: she didn't think Honel
woul d interpret Hatch's warning as anything other than a cheap threat.

Hatch agreed with her. But he had to try.

He was spared the humliation and frustration of listening to Honell's
reacti on, however, because no one answered the phone out there in the
far canyons of the desert night. He let it ring twenty tines.

He was about to hang up, when a series of images snapped through his
mnd with a sound |ike short circuiting electrical wires: a disarranged
bed quilt; a bleeding, rope encircled wist; a pair of frightened,

bl oodshot, myopic eyes. .. and in the eyes, the twin reflections of a
dark face | oom ng close, distinguished only by a pair of sungl asses.

Hat ch sl ammed down the phone and backed away fromit as if the receiver
had turned into a rattlesnake in his hand. "It's happeni ng now. "

The ringing phone fell silent.
Vassago stared at it, but the ringing did not resune.

He returned his attention to the man who was tied spread-eagle to the
brass posts of the bed. "So Lindsey Harrison is the married nanme?"

"Yes," the old guy croaked.

"Now what | nost urgently need, sir, is an address."

The public tel ephone was outside of a cony store in a shopping center
just two mles fromthe Harrison house. It was protected fromthe
el ements by a Pl exiglas hood and surrounded by a curved sound shi el d.

Hatch woul d have preferred the greater privacy of a real booth, but
those were hard to find these days, a luxury of |ess cost-conscious
times.

He parked at the end of the center, at too great a distance for anyone
in the glass-fronted conveni ence store to notice-and perhaps This
|'i cense numnber.

He wal ked through a cool, blustery wind to the tel ephone. The center's
Indian laurels were infested with the winds, and drifts of dead, tightly
curled | eaves bl ew al ong the pavenent at Hatch's feet. They nade a dry,
scuttling sound. In the urine-yellow glow of the parking-lot ights,
they al nost | ooked |ike hordes of insects, queerly nutated their

subt erranean hi ve.

The conveni ence store was not busy, and everything else in the shopping
center was closed. He hunched his shoul ders and head into the pay phone
sound shield, convinced he woul dn't be over heard.

He did not want to call the police fromhone, because he knew they had
equi prent that printed out every caller's nunber at their end. |If they
found Honell dead, Hatch didn't want to become their prinme suspect.

And if his concern for Honell's safety proved to be unfounded, he didn't
want to be on record with the police as sone kind of nut case or
hysteric.

Even as he punched in the nunber with one bent knuckle and held the
handset with a Kleenex to avoid | eaving prints, he was uncertain what to
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say.

He knew what he could not say: H, | was dead eighty ninutes, then
brought back to life, and now | have this crude but at tines effective
tel epat hic connection to a psychotic killer, and | think | should warn
you he is about to strike again. He could not inmagine the authorities
taking himany nore seriously than they woul d take a guy who wore a
pyram d-shaped alunm numfoil hat to protect his brain fromsinister

radi ati on and who bothered themw th conplaints about evil, m nd-warping
extraterrestrials next door

He had decided to call the Orange County Sheriff's Departnent rather
than any particular city's police agency, because the crimes conmitted
by the man in sunglasses fell in several jurisdictions. Wen the
sheriff's operator answered, Hatch tal ked fast, tal ked over her when she
began to interrupt, because he knew they could trace himto a pay phone
gi ven enough time. "The man who killed the bl onde and dunped her on the
freeway | ast week is the same guy who killed WIIiam Cooper |ast night,
and tonight he's going to nurder Steven Honell, the witer, if you don't
give himprotection quick, and I nean right now. Honell lives in
Silverado Canyon, | don't know the address, but he's probably in your
jurrisdiction, and He's a dead nman if you don't mnove now. "

He hung up, turned away fromthe phone, and headed for his car, janm ng
the Kleenex into his pocket. He felt less relieved than he had expected
to, and nore of a fool than seened reasonable.

On his way back to the car, he was walking into the wind. Al the
| aurel |eaves, sucked dry by the wi nds, were now bl own toward him
instead of with him They hissed agai nst the bl acktop and crunched
under his shoes.

He knew that the trip had been a waste and that his effort to help
Honel | had been ineffective. The sheriff's departnent woul d probably
treat it like just another crank call.

When he got home, he parked in the driveway, afraid that the clatter of
the garage door woul d wake Regina Hi s scalp prickled when he got out of
the car. He stood for a minute, surveying the shadows al ong the house,
around the shrubbery, under the trees. Nothing.

Li ndsey was pouring a cup of coffee for himwhen he wal ked into the
ki t chen.

He took it, sipped gratefully at the hot brew. Suddenly he was col der
than he had been while standing out in the night chill

"What do you think?" she asked worriedly. "Did they take you
seriously?"

"Pissing in the wind," he said.

Vassago was still driving the pearl-gray Honda bel onging to Renata
Desseux, the wonman he had overpowered in the mall parking | ot on
Sat urday night and later added to his collection. It was a fine car and

handl ed well on the twi sting roads as he drove down the canyon from
Honel | ' s pl ace, heading for nore popul ated areas of Orange County.

As he rounded a fairly sharp curve, a patrol car fromthe sheriff's
departnent swept past himheading up the canyon. |Its siren was not
blaring, but its emergency beacons splashed red and blue Iight on the
shal e banks and on the gnarled branches of the overhanging trees.
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He divided his attention between the w nding road ahead and the

dwi ndling lights of the patrol car in his rear-view mrror, until it
rounded anot her bend upsl ope and vani shed. He was sure the cop was
going to Honell's. The unanswered nadly ringing tel ephone, which had
interrupted his interrogation of the author, was the trigger that had
set the sheriff's departnent in notion, but he could not figure how or
why.

Vassago did not drive faster. At the end of Silverado Canyon, he turned
south on Santiago Canyon Road and mmintained the | egal speed limt as
any good citizen was expected to do.

8

In bed in the dark, Hatch felt his world crunbling around him He was
going to be left with dust.

Happi ness with Lindsey and Regina was within hisgrasp. O was that an
illusion? Wre they i medi ately beyond his reach?

He wi shed for an insight that would give hima new perspective on these
apparently supernatural events. Until he could understand the nature of
the evil that had entered his Iife he could not fight it.

Dr. Nyebern's voice spoke softly in his mnd: | believe evil is a very
real force, an energy quite apart fromus' a presence in the word He
thought he could snell a lingering trace of snoke fromthe heat-browned
pages of Arts Anerican. He had put the rmagazine in the desk in the den
downstairs, in the drawer with a |l ock. He had added the snmall key to
the ring he carried.

He had never |ocked anything in the desk before. He was not sure why he
had done so this time. protecting evidence, he'd told hinself.

But evidence of what? The singed pages of the nagazine proved nothing
to anyone about anyt hing.

No. That was not precisely true. The existence of the magazi ne proved,
to himif to no one else, that he wasn't merely inmagi ni ng and

hal | uci nati ng everything that was happening to him Wat he had | ocked
away, for his own peace of m nd, was indeed evidence. Evidence of his
sanity.

Besi de him Lindsey was al so awake, either uninterested in sleep or
unable to find a way into it. She said, "Wiat if this killer Hatch
waited. He didn't need to ask her to finish the thought, for he knew
what she was going to say. After a nonent she said just what he
expected: "What if this killer is aware of you as nuch as you're aware
of hinP

What if he cones after you... us... Regina?"
"Tomorrow we're going to start taking precautions.”
"What precautions?"

"c@uns, for one thing."

"Maybe this isn't something we can handl e ourselves."
"W don't have any choice."

"Maybe we need police protection."

file:/lIG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Hideaway.txt (176 of 246) [2/9/2004 10:01:16 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Hideaway.txt

"Somehow | don't think they'Il comrit a |ot of manpower to protect a guy
just because he clains to have a supernatural bond with a psychotic The
wi nd that had harried | aurel |eaves across the shopping center parking
| ot now found a | cose brace on a section of rain gutter and worried it.

Met al creaked softly agai nst netal
Hatch said, "I went sonewhere when | died, right?"
"What do you nean?"

"Purgatory, Heaven, Hell-those are the basic possibilities for a
Catholic, if what we say we believe turns out to be true."

"Well... vyou' ve always said you had no near-death experience."

"I didn"t. | can't renenber anything from.. the Qher Side. But that
doesn't nmean | wasn't there."

"What' s your point?"

"Maybe this killer isn't an ordinary man."
"You're losing nme, Hatch."

"Maybe | brought sonething back with nme."
"Back with you?"

"From wherever | was while | was dead."

" Somet hi ng?"

Dar kness had its advantages. The superstitious prinmtive within could
speak of things that would seemtoo foolish to voice in a well-lighted
pl ace.

He said, "Aspirit. An entity."
She sai d not hi ng.

"My passage in and out of death m ght have opened a door sonehow," he
said, "and |l et sonething through."

"Somet hi ng," she said again, but with no note of inquiry in her voice,
as there had been before. He sensed that she knew what he neant-and did
not like the theory.

"And now it's loose in the world. VWhich explains its link to nme-and why
it might kill people who anger me."

She was silent awhile. Then: "If sonething was brought back, it's
evidently pure evil. What-are you saying that when you di ed, you went
to Hell and this killer piggy-backed with you fromthere?"

"Maybe. |1'mno saint, no matter what you think. After all, |I've got at
| east Cooper's bl ood on-ny hands."

"That happened after you died and were brought back. Besides, you don't
share in the guilt for that."

"It was ny anger that targeted himny anger-"

"Bul I shit," Lindsey said sharply. "You're the best man |'ve ever known.
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If housing in the afterlife includes a Heaven and Hell, you've earned
the apartnment with a better view"

H s thoughts were so dark, he was surprised that he could smle. He
reached under the sheets, found her hand, and held it gratefully. "I
| ove you, too."

"Think up another theory if you want to keep ne awake and interested."
"Let's just make a little adjustnent to the theory we already have.

VWhat if there's an afterlife, but it isn't ordered |like anything

t heol ogi ans have ever described. It wouldn't have to be either Heaven
or Hell that | canme back from Just another place, stranger than here,
different, with unknown dangers."

"l don't like that nmuch better."

"I'f 1'"'mgoing to deal with this thing, | have to find a way to explain
it.

I can't fight back if I don't even know where to throw nmy punches."”
"There's got to be a nore |ogical explanation," she said.

"That's what | tell myself. But when | try to find it, | keep comng
back to the illogical."

The rain gutter creaked. The wi nd soughed under the eaves and call ed
down the flu of the master-bedroomfireplace.

He wondered if Honell was able to hear the w nd wherever he was-and
whether it was the wind of this world or the next Vassago parked
directly in front of Harrison's Antiques at the south end of Laguna
Beach. The shop occupied an entire end of the building. The big
di spl ay wi ndows were unlighted as Tuesday sl i pped through m dni ght,
becom ng Wednesday.

St even Honell had been unable to tell himwhere the Harrisons |ived, and
a qui ck check of the tel ephone book turned up no |listed nunber for them
The writer had known only the nane of their business and its approximte
| ocation on Pacific Coast Hi ghway.

Their home address was sure to be on file somewhere in the store's
office. Getting it mght be difficult. A decal on each of the big
Pl exi gl as wi ndows and another on the front door warned that they were
fitted with a burglar alarmand protected by a security conpany.

He had cone back fromHell with the ability to see in the dark, aninal
qui ck reflexes, a lack of inhibitions that |eft himcapable of any act
or atrocity, and a fearl essness that made himevery bit as form dable an
adversary as a robot m ght have been. But he could not wal k through
wall's, or turn his flesh into vapor into Bsshagain, or By, or perform
any of the other feats that were within the powers of the denon.

Until he had earned his way back into Hell either by acquiring a perfect
collection in his nmuseum of the dead or by killing those he had been
sent here to destroy, he, only the m nor powers of the denon deenuonde,
which were insufficient to defeat a by alarm

He drove away fromthe store.
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In the heart of town, he found a tel ephone booth beside a station

Despite the hour, the station was still punping gasoline, and the
outdoor lighting was so bright that Vassago was forced to squint behind
hi s sungl asses.

Swoopi ng around the | anps, nmoths with inch-1ong wings cast shadows as
| arge as ravens on the pavenent.

The floor of the tel ephone booth was littered with cigarette butts.
Ants teaned over the corpse of a beetle.

Soneone had taped a hand-lettered OQUT OF ORDER notice to the coin box,
but Vassago didn't care because he didn't intend to call anyone. He was
only interested in the phone book, which was secured to the franme of the
booth by a sturdy chain.

He checked "Antiques" in the Yell ow Pages. Laguna Beach had a | ot of
busi nesses under that heading; it was a regul ar shoppers' paradise. He
studied their space ads. Some had institutional nanes |ike

I nternational Antiques, but others were naned after their owners, as was
Harrison's Antiques.

A few used both first and | ast names, and sonme of the space ads al so

i ncluded the full nanes of the proprietors because, in that business,
personal reputation could be a drawing card. RobertQ Loffman Antiques
in the Yell ow Pages cross-referenced neatly with a RobertQO

Lof frman in the white pages, providing Vassago with a street address,
whi ch he conmitted to nenory.

On his way back to the Honda, he saw a bat swoop out of the night. It
arced down through the blue-white glare fromthe service station lights,
snhatching a fat noth fromthe air in md-flight, then vani shed back up
into the darkness fromwhich it had cone. Neither predator nor prey
made a sound.

Lof f man was seventy years old, but in his best dreans he was ei ghteen
again, spry and linber, strong and happy. They were never sex drearns,
no bosony young wonen parting their snmooth thighs in welcome. They
weren't power dreams, either, no running or jumping or |eaping off
cliffs into wild adventures. The action was always mundane: a leisurely
wal k al ong a beach at twilight, barefoot, the feel of damp sand between
his toes, the froth on the i ncom ng waves sparkling with reflections of
the setting purple-red sunset; or just sitting on the grass in the
shadow of a date pal mon a sumer afternoon, watching a humr ngbird sip
nectar fromthe bright bloonms in a bed of flowers. The nmere fact that
he was young agai n seermed niracle enough to sustain a dream and keep it
i nt eresting.

At the noment he was eighteen, lying on a big bench swing on the front
porch of the Santa Ana house in which he had been born and raised. He
was just swinging gently and peeling an apple that he intended to eat,
not hing nore, but it was a wonderful dream rich with scents and
textures, nore erotic than if he had i magi ned hinself in a harem of
undressed beauti es.

"Wake up, M. Lob."

He tried to ignore the voi ce because he wanted to be al one on that
porch. He kept his eyes on the curled I ength of peel that he was paring
fromthe apple.
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"Come on, you old sl eepyhead."”
He was trying to strip the apple in one continuous ribbon of peel
"Did you take a sleeping pill or what?"

To Loffman's regret, the front porch, the swing, the apple and paring
kni fe dissolved into darkness. Hi s bedroom

He struggl ed awake and an intruder was present. A barely visible,
spectral figure stood beside the bed.

Al 't hough he' d never been the victimof a crime and lived in as safe a
nei ghbor hood as exi sted these days, age had saddled himwi th feelings of
vul nerability. He had started keeping a | oaded pistol next to the |lanp
at his bedside. He reached for it now, his heart pounding hard as he
groped al ong the cool narble surface of the 18th century French ornolu
chest that served as his nightstand. The gun was gone.

"I"'msorry, sir," the intruder said. "l didn't nean to scare you
Pl ease calmdown. |If it's the pistol you're after, | sawit as soon as
I cane in. | have it now"

The stranger could not have seen the gun without turning on the light,
and the light would have awakened Loffnan sooner. He was sure of that,
so he kept groping for the weapon.

From out of the darkness, sonething cold and bl unt probed against his
throat. He twitched away fromit, but the col dness foll owed him
pressing insistently, as if the specter tornmenting himcould see him
clearly in the gloom He froze when he what the col dness was. The
muzzl e of the pistol. Against his Adams apple. It slid slowy upward,
under his chin.

"If | pulled the trigger, sir, your brains would be all over the
headboard But | do not need to hurt you, sir. Pain is quite unnecessary
as long as you cooperate. | only want you to answer one inmportant
question for ne."

If Robert Loffrman actually had been eighteen, as in his best dreans, he
coul d not have valued the remainder of his tine on earth nore highly
than he did at seventy, in spite of having far less of it to | ose now.

He was prepared to hold onto life with all the tenacity of a burrow ng
tick. He would answer any question, perform any deed to save hinself,
regardl ess of the cost to his pride and dignity. He tried to convey al
of that to the phantom who held the pistol under his chin, but it seened
to himthat he produced a gabble of words and sounds that, in sum had
no meani ng what soever.

"Yes, sir," the intruder said, "I understand, and | appreciate your
attitude. Now correct nme if | amwong, but | suppose the antique
busi ness, being relatively snall when conpared to others, is a tight
community here in Laguna. You all know each other, see each other
socially, you're friends."

Anti que business? Loffrman was tenpted to believe that he was stil
asl eep and that his dream had becone an absurd nightrmare. Wy woul d
anyone break into his house in the dead of night to tal k about the
anti que business at gunpoint?
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"We know each other, sonme of us are good friends, of course, but sone
bastards in this business are thieves," Loffman said. He was babbling,
unabl e to stop, hopeful that his obvious fear would testify to his

trut hful ness, whether this was nightmare or reality. "They're nothing
nmore than crooks with cash registers, and you aren't friends with that
kind i f you have any self-respect at all."

"Do you know M. Harrison of Harrison's Antiques?”

"Ch, yes, very well, | know himquite well, he's a reputable dealer,
totally trustworthy, a nice man."

"Have you been to his house?"

"H's house? Yes, certainly, on three or four occasions, and he's been
here to mne."

"Then you nust have the answer to that inportant question | mentioned,

sir. Can you give ne M. Harrison's address and clear directions to
it?"

Lof f man sagged with relief upon realizing that he would be able to
provide the intruder with the desired information. Only fleetingly, he
consi dered that he m ght be putting Harrison in great jeopardy. But
maybe it was a nightnmare, after all, and revelation of the informtion
woul d not matter. He repeated the address and directions several tines,
at the intruder's request.

"Thank you, sir. You' ve been nost helpful. Like |I said, causing you
any pain is quite unnecessary. But I'mgoing to hurt you anyway,
because | enjoy it so nuch.”

So it was a nightmare after all.

Vassago drove past the Harrison house in Laguna Niguel. Then he circled
the bl ock and drove past it again.

The house was a powerful attractant, simlar in style to all of the

ot her houses on the street but so different fromthemin some

i ndescri babl e but fundanental way that it might as well have been an
isolated structure rising out of a featureless plain. Its w ndows were
dark, and the | andscape lighting had evidently been turned off by a
timer, but it could not have been nore of a beacon to Vassago if |ight
had bl ared from every w ndow.

As he drove slowy past the house a second tine, he felt its i mense
gravity pulling him H's immtable destiny involved this place and the
vital woman who |ived within.

Not hi ng he saw suggested a trap. A red car was parked in the driveway
instead of in the garage, but he couldn't see anything om nous about
t hat .

Nevert hel ess, he decided to circle the block a third tine to give the
house anot her thorough | ooki ng over.

As he turned the corner, a lone silvery noth darted through his
headl i ght beans, refracting themand briefly glowing |ike an enber from
a great fire. He remenbered the bat that had swooped into the service
station lights to snatch the hapless noth out of the air, eating it
alive.

Long after mdnight, Hatch had finally dozed off. H s sleep was a deep
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m ne, where veins of dreans flowed |ike bright ribbons of minerals
through the otherw se dark walls. None of the dreans was pl easant, but
none of them was grotesque enough to wake him

Currently he saw hinself standing at the bottomof a ravine with
ranparts so steep they could not be clinbed. Even if the slopes had
risen at an angle that allowed ascent, they woul d not have been

scal eabl e because they were conposed of a curious, |oose white shale
that crunbled and shifted treacherously. The shale radiated a soft

cal cimne glow, which was the only light, for the sky far above was

bl ack and noonl ess, deep but starless. Hatch noved restlessly from one
end of the long narrow ravine to the other, then back again, filled with
appr ehensi on but unsure of the cause of it.

Then he realized two things that made the fine hairs tingle on the back
of his neck. The white shale was not conposed of rock and the shells of
mllions of ancient sea creatures; it was made of human skel et ons,
punctured and conpacted but recogni zable here and there, where the
articul ated bones of two fingers survived conpression or where what
seened a snmall aninmal's burrow proved to be the enpty eye socket in a
skull. He became aware, as well, that the sky was not enpty, that
sonmething circled in it, so black that it blended with the heavens, its
| eathery wings working silently. He could not see it, but he could fee
its gaze, and he sensed a hunger in it that could never be satisfied.

In his troubled sleep, Hatch turned and murnured anxi ous, wordl ess
sounds into his pillow

Vassago checked the car clock. Even without its cog nunbers, he knew
instinctively that dawn was | ess than an hour away.

He no | onger could be sure he had enough tinme to get into the house,
kill the husband, and take the woman back to his hi deaway before
sunrise

He could not risk getting caught in the open in daylight. Though he
woul d not shrivel up and turn to dust like the living dead in the

nmovi es, nothing as dramatic as that, his eyes were so sensitive that his
gl asses woul d not provide adequate protection fromfull sunlight.

Dawn woul d render himnearly blind, dramatically affecting his ability
to drive and bringing himto the attention of any policeman who happened
to spot his weaving, halting progress. 1In that debilitated condition,
he m ght have difficulty dealing with the cop

More inportant, he mght |ose the woman. After appearing so often in
his dreans, she had beconme an object of intense desire. Before, he had
seen acquisitions of such quality that he had been convinced they would
conplete his collection and earn himinmedi ate readni ssion to the savage
worl d of eternal darkness and hatred to which he bel onged-and he had
been wong. But none of those others had appeared to himin dreans.
This woman was the true jewel in the crown for which he had been
seeking. He nust avoid taking possession of her prematurely, only to

| ose her before he could draw the life fromher at the base of the giant
Luci fer and wench her cooling corpse into whatever configuration seened
nost synbolic of her sins and weaknesses.

As he cruised past the house for the third tine, he considered | eaving

i medi ately for his hideaway and returning here as soon as the sun had
set the follow ng evening. But that plan had no appeal. Being so close
to her excited him and he was loath to be separated fromher again. He
felt the tidal pull of her in his blood.
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He needed a place to hide that was near her. Perhaps a secret corner in
her own house. a niche in which she was unlikely to | ook during the
I ong, bright, hostile hours of the day.

He parked the Honda two bl ocks fromtheir house and returned on foot
along the tree-flanked sidewal k. The tall, green-patinated streetlanps
had angled arns at the top that directed their |ight onto the roadway,
and only a ghost of their glow reached past the sidewal k onto the front
| awns of the silent houses. Confident that neighbors were stil

sl eeping and unlikely to see himprowing through shadow hung shrubbery
around the perinmeter of the house, he searched quietly for an unl ocked
door, an unlatched wi ndow. He had no luck until he cane to the w ndow
on the back wall of the garage.

Regi na was awakened by a scraping noise, a dull thunp and a sort of
protracted squeak. Still unaccustonmed to her new honme, she al ways woke
i n confusion, not sure where she was, knowi ng only that she was not in
her room at the orphanage. She funbled for the bedside lanmp, clicked it
on, and squinted at the glare for a second before orienting herself and
recogni zi ng the noises that had bunped her out of sleep had been the
sounds. They had stopped when she had snapped on the light. Which
seenmed even sn.

She clicked the light off and listened in the darkness, which was now
wi th aureol es of color because the | anp had worked like a flashbulb on
her eyes, tenporarily stealing her night vision. Though the sounds did
not resume, she believed they had cone fromthe backyard.

Her bed wascoml brtable. The room al nbst seenmed to be scented with the
perfume of the painted flowers. Encircled by those roses, she felt
saf er than she had ever felt before.

Al t hough she didn't want to get up, she was al so aware that the

Harri sons were having problens of sone kind, and she wondered if these
sheaky sounds in the mddle of the night sonehow might be related to
that. Yesterday during the drive fromschool, as well as |ast night
during dinner and after the novie, she had sensed a tension in themthat
they were trying to conceal fromher. Even though she knew herself to
be a p around whom anyone woul d have a right to feel nervous, she was
sure that she was not the cause of their edginess.

Bef ore going to sleep, she had prayed that their troubles, if they had
any, would prove to be mnor and woul d be dealt with soon, and she had
rem nded God of her selfless pledge to eat beans of all varieties.

If there was any possibility the sneaky noises were related to the
Harri sons' uneasy state of mnd, Regina supposed she had an obligation
to check it out. She |ooked up and back at the above her bed, and
sighed. You couldn't rely on Jesus and Mary for everything. They were
busy people. They had a universe to run. God hel ped those who hel ped
t hensel ves.

She slipped out fromunder the covers, stood, and nmade her way to the
wi ndow, | eaning against furniture and then the wall. She was not
wearing her |leg brace, and she needed the support.

The wi ndow | ooked onto the small backyard behind the garage, the area
from whi ch the suspicious noises had seened to come. N ght-shadows from
the house, trees, and shrubs were unrelieved by noonlight. The | onger
Regi na stared, the | ess she could make out, as if the darkness were a
sponge soaking up her ability to see. It becane easy to believe that
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every inpenetrabl e pocket of gloomwas alive and wat chf ul

The garage wi ndow had been unl ocked but difficult to open. The hinges

at the top were corroded, and the frame was paint-sealed to the janb in
pl aces. Vassago made nore noi se than he intended, but he didn't think

he had been | oud enough to draw the attention of anyone in the house.

Then just as the paint cracked and the hinges noved to granthinaccess, a
I i ght had appeared in another wi ndow on the second fl oor

He had backed away fromthe garage at once, even though the Iight went
of f again even as he noved. He had taken cover in a stand of six-foot
eugeni a bushes near the property fence.

From there he saw her appear at the obsidian wi ndow, nmore visible to
hi m perhaps, than she would have been if she had left the lanmp on. It
was the girl he had seen in dreans a couple of times, nost recently with
Li ndsey Harrison. They had faced each other across a levitated bl ack
rose with one drop of blood glistening on a vel vet petal

Regi na.

He stared at her in disbelief, then with growing excitement. Earlier in
the night, he had asked Steven Honell if the Harrisons had a daughter,
but the author had told himthat he knew only of a son who had died
years ago

Separated from Vassago by not hing but the night air and one pane of
glass, the girl seened to float above himas if she were a vision. In
reality she was, if anything, lovelier than she had been in his dreans.

She was so exceptionally vital, so full of life, that he would not have
been surprised if she could wal k the night as confidently as he did,
though fora reason different fromhis; she seened to have within her al
the light she needed to illumnate her path through any darkness.

He drew back farther into the eugenias, convinced that she pose the
power to see himas clearly as he saw her.

Atrellis covered the wall imediately bel ow her wi ndow. A |lush trunpet
vine with purple flowers grew up the sturdy lattice to the w ndowsill,
and then around one side alnpbst to the eaves. She was |ike sone
princess locked in a tower, pining for a prince to clinb up the vine and
rescue her.

The tower that served as her prison was |life itself, and the prince for
whom she waited was Death, and that from which she | onged to be rescued
was the curse of existence

Vassago said softly, "I amhere for you," but he did not nove fromhis

hi di ng pl ace.

After a couple of mnutes, she turned away fromthe w ndow.

vani shed.

A void lay behind the glass where she had stood.

He ached for her return, one nore brief |ook at her.

Regi na.

He waited five minutes, then another five. But she did not cone to the

wi ndow agai n.
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At |ast, aware that dawn was cl oser than ever, he crept to the back of
the garage once nore. Because he had already freed it, the w ndow swing
out silently this time. The opening was tight, but he eeled through
with only the softest scrape of clothes agai nst wood.

Li ndsey dozed in hal f-hour and hour naps throughout the night, but her
sl eep was not restful. Each time she woke, she was sticky with
perspiration, even though the house was cool. Beside her, Hatch issued
murmured protests in his sleep

Toward dawn she heard noise in the hall and rose up fromher pillows to
listen. After a nonment she identified the sound of the toilet flushing
in the guest bathroom Regina.

She settled back on her pillows, oddly soothed by the fading sound of

the toilet. It seened |like such a nundane-not to say ridicul ous-thing
fromwhich to take solace. But a long tinme had passed without a child
under her roof. It felt good and right to hear the girl engaged in
ordi nary donestic business; it nmade the night seemless hostile. In

spite of their current problenms, the prom se of happiness m ght be nore
real than it had been in years

In bed again, Regina wondered why God had gi ven peopl e bowel s and
bl adders. Was that really the best possible design, or was He a little
bit of a conedi an?

She renmenbered getting up at three o' clock in the norning at the
or phanage, needing to pee, encountering a nun on the way to the bat hroom
down the hall, and asking the good sister that very question

The nun, Sister Sarafina, had not been startled at all. Regina had been
too young then to know how to startle a nun; that took years of ganes
and practice. Sister Sarafina had responded without pause, suggesting
that perhaps God wanted to give people a reason to get up in the mddle
of the night so they woul d have anot her opportunity to think of H mand
be grateful for the |ife He had granted them Regina had smled and
nodded, but she had figured Sister Sarafina was either too tired to
think straight or alittle dimwitted. God had too much class to want
Hi s children thinking about Hmall the time while they were sitting on
the pot. Satisfied fromher visit to the bathroom she snuggl ed down in
the covers of her painted nahogany bed and tried to think of an

expl anation better than the one the nun had given her years ago. No
nmore curi ous noi ses arose fromthe backyard, and even before the vague
Iight of dawn touched the w ndowpanees, she was asl eep again.

Ki gh, decorative wi ndows were set in the big sectional doors, admitting
just enough light fromthe streetlanps out front to reveal to Vassago,
wi t hout his sungl asses, that only one car, a black Chevy, was parked in
the threes garage. A quick inspection of that space did not reveal any
hi di ng pl ace where he might conceal hinmself fromthe Harrisons and be
beyond the reach of sunlight until the next nightfall.

Then he saw the cord dangling fromthe ceiling over one of the empty
parking stalls. He slipped his hand through the | oop and pulled
downward gently, less gently, then less gently still, but always
steadily and snoothly, until the trapdoor swuing open. It was well oiled
and soundl ess.

When the door was all the way open, Vassago slowy unfolded the three
sections of the wooden | adder that were fixed to the back of it. He
took plenty of time, nore concerned with silence than with speed.
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He clinmbed into the garage attic. No doubt there were vents in the
eaves, but at the noment the place appeared to be seal ed tight.

Wth his sensitive eyes, he could see a finished floor, |ots of
cardboard boxes, and a few small itens of furniture stored under
dropcloths. No wi ndows. Above him the underside of rough roofing
boards were visible between open rafters. At two points in the |ong
rectangul ar chanber, light fixtures dangled fromthe peaked ceiling; he
did not turn on either of them

Cautiously, quietly, as if he were an actor in a slownotion film he
stretched out on his belly on the attic floor, reached down through the
hol e, and pulled up the folding | adder, section by section. Slowy,
silently, he secured it to the back of the trapdoor. He eased the door
into place again with no sound but the soft spang of the big spring that
held it shut, closing hinself off fromthe threes garage bel ow.

He pulled a few of the dropcloths off the furniture. They were
relatively dust free. He folded themto nake a nest anong the boxes and
then settled down to await the passage of the day.

Regina. Lindsey. | amwth you
1

Li ndsey drove Regina to school Way norning. Wen she got back to the
house in Laguna Niguel, Hatch was at the kitchen table, cleaning and
oiling the pair of Browning 9mm pistols that he had acquired for home
security.

He had purchased the guns five years ago, shortly after Jimmy's cancer
had been di agnosed as termmal. He had professed a sudden concern about
the crinme rate, though it never had been-and was not then-particularly
high in their part of Orange County. Lindsey had known, but had never
said, that he was not afraid of burglars but of the disease that was
stealing his son fromhim and because he was helpless to fight off the
cancer, he secretly longed for an eneny who could be dispatched with a
pi st ol

The Browni ngs had never been used anywhere but on a firing range. He
had insisted that Lindsey learn to shoot al ongside But neither of them
had even taken target practice in a year or two.

"Do you really think that's wi se?" she asked, indicating the pistols.
He was tight-Ilipped. "Yes."

"Maybe we should call the police.”
"We've already di scussed why we can't."
"Still, it mght be worth a try."

"They won't help us. Can't."

She knew he was right. They had no proof that they were in danger.

"Besides," be said, keeping his eyes on the pistol as he worked a
tubul ar brush in and out of the barrel, "when | first started cl eaning
these, | turned lon the TV to have sone conpany. Mrning news."

The small set, on a pull-out swivel shelf in the end-nost of the kitchen
cabi nets, was off now.
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Li ndsey didn't ask himwhat had been on the news. She was afraid that
she woul d be sorry to hear it-and was convinced that she al ready knew
what he would tell her

Finally | ooking up fromthe pistol, Hatch said, "They found Steven
Honell last night. Tied to the four corners of his bed and beaten to
death with a fireplace poker."

At first Lindsey was too shocked to nove. Then she was too weak to
continue standing. She pulled a chair out fromthe table and settl ed
into it.

For a while yesterday, she had hated Steven Honell as much as she had
ever hated anyone in her life. Mre. Now she felt no aninpbsity for him
what soever. Just pity. He had been an ill man, concealing his
insecurity fromhinself behind a pretense of contenptuous superiority.

He had been petty and vicious, perhaps worse, but now he was dead; and
death was too great a punishment for his faults.

She folded her arns on the table and put her head down on them She
could not cry for Honeil, for she had |iked nothing about himexcept his
talent. |If the extinguishing of his talent was not enough to bring
tears' it did at |east cast a pall of despair over her

"Sooner or later," Hatch said, "the son of a bitch is going to cone
after us. Lindsey lifted her head even though it felt as if it weighed
a thousand pounds. "But why?"

"l don't know. Maybe we'll never know why, never understand it. But
somehow he and | are linked, and eventually he'll cone."

"Let the cops handle him" she said, painfully aware that there was no
help for themfromthe authorities but stubbornly unwilling to |l et go of
"Cops can't find him" Hatch said grimy. "He's snoke."

"He won't cone," she said, willing it to be true.

"Maybe not tonorrow. Maybe not next week or even next nonth. But as
sure as the sun rises every nmorning, he'll cone. And we'll be ready for
"WIl we?" she wondered

"Very ready."
"Renmenber what you said |ast night."
He | ooked up fromthe pistol again and net her eyes. "What?"

"That maybe he's not just an ordinary nan, that he nmight have hitchhiked
back with you from.. sonewhere else.”

"I thought you disnissed that theory."
"I did. | can't believe it. But do you? Really?"
I nstead of answering, he resuned cl eaning the Browning.

She said, "If you believe it, even half believe it, put any credence in
it at all-then what good is a gun?"

He didn't reply.

"How can bullets stop an evil spirit?" she pressed, feeling as if her
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menory of waking up and taking Regina to school was just part of a
continuing dream as if she was not caught in a real-life but in a
ni ghtmare. "How can sonething from beyond the grave be stopped with
just a gun?"

"It's all | have," he said. Like many doctors, Jonas Nyebern did not
mai ntain office hours or perform surgery on Wednesday. However, he
never spent the afternoon golfing, sailing, or playing cards at the
country club. He used Wednesdays to catch up on paperwork, or to wite
research papers and case studies related to the Resuscitation Medicine
Project at Orange County Cener al

That first Wednesday in May, he p to spend eight or ten busy hours in

the study of his house on Spyglass HlIl, where he had lived for al nost
two years, since the loss of his famly. He hoped to finish witing a
paper that he was going to deliver at a conference in San Franci sco on
the ei ghth of May.

The big windows in the teak-paneled rooml| ooked out on Corona Del Mar
and Newport Beach below. Across twenty-six miles of gray water veined
with green and blue, the dark ides of Santa Catalina |Island rose against
the sky, but they were unable to nmake the vast ¢ Ccean seem any | ess

i mmense or less hunbling than if they had not been there.

He did not bother to draw the drab because the panorama never distracted
him He had bought the property because he had hoped that the | uxuries
of the house and the magnificence of the view would make |ife seem
beautiful and worth living in spite of great tragedy. But only his work
had managed to do that for him and so he always went directly to it
with no nore than a gl ance out of the w ndows.

That norning, he could not concentrate on the white words agai nst the
bl ue background on his conputer screen. Hs thoughts were not pulled
toward Pacific vistas, however, but toward his son, Jereny.

On that overcast spring day two years ago, when he had cone hone to find
Mari on and Stephani e stabbed so often and so brutally that they were
beyond revival, when he had found an unconsci ous Jereny inpal ed on the
vise-held knife in the garage and rapidly bl eeding to death, Jonas had
not bl aned an unknown madnman or burglars caught by surprise in the act.
He had known at once that the nmurderer was the teenage boy sl unped

agai nst the workbench with his life dripping onto the concrete fl oor
Sonet hi ng had been wong with Jereny sonething in himall his life, a

di fference that had becone nore nmarked and frightening as the years
passed, though Jonas had tried for so long to convince hinself the boy's
attitudes and actions were manifestations of ordinary rebelliousness.

But the nadness of Jonas's father, having skipped one generation, had
appeared again in Jereny's corrupted genes.

The boy survived the extraction of the knife and the frantic ambul ance
ride to Orange County Ceneral, which was only m nutes away. But he died
on the stretcher as they were wheeling himalong a hospital corridor.

Jonas had recently convinced the hospital to establish a special
resuscitation team Instead of using the bypass nmachine to warmthe
dead boy's blood, they enployed it to recirculate cooled blood into his
body, hastening to |l ower his body tenperature drastically to delay cel
deterioration | and brain damage until surgery could be perfornmed. The
air conditioner was set all the way down at fifty, bags of crushed ice
wer e packed al ong the sides of the patient, and Jonas personally opened
the knife wound to search for-and repair-the damage that would foi

reani mati on.
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He m ght have known at the tinme why he wanted so desperately to save
Jeremy, but afterwards he was never able to understand his notivations
Because he was ny son, Jonas sonetinmes thought, and was therefore mny
responsibility.

But what parental responsibility did he owe to the slaughterer of his
daughter and wi fe?

| saved himto ask himwhy, to pry fromhi man explanation, Jonas told
hi nsel f at other tines.

But he knew there was no answer that would make sense. Neither
ophi | osophers nor psychol ogi sts-not even the nurderers thensel ves had
ever, in all of history, been able to provide an adequate expl anati on
for a single act of nonstrous sociopathic viol ence.

The only cogent answer, really, was that the human speci es was

i nperfect, stained, and carried within itself the seeds of its own
destruction. The Church would call it the | egacy of the Serpent, dating
back to the Garden and the Fall. Scientists would refer to the
mysteries of genetics, biochem stry, the fundanental actions of

nucl eoti des. Maybe they were both tal king about the same thing, nerely
describing it in different terns. To Jonas it seened that this answer,
whet her provided by scientists or theol ogi ans, was al ways unsati sfying
in precisely the same way and to the same degree, for it suggested no
solution, prescribed no preventative. Except faith in God or in the
potential of science.

Regardl ess of his reasons for taking the action he did, Jonas had saved
Jereny.

The boy had been dead for eighty-one mnutes, not an absolute record
even in those days, because the young girl in Uah had al ready been
resuscitating after being in the arms of Death for eighty mnutes. But
she'd been severely hypotherm c, while Jereny had died warm which made
the feat a record of one kind, and was'. Actually, revival after eighty
one minutes of warm death was as fanous as revival after eighty m nutes
of cold death. H's own son and Hatch Harrison were Jonas's nost amazi ng
subjects to date-if the first one q as a s.

For ten nonths Jereny lay in a comn, feeding intravenously but able to
breathe on his own and otherwi se in need of no |ife-support machi nes.

Early in that period, he was noved fromthe hospital to a high-quality
nursi ng hone.

During those nonths, Jonas could have petitioned a court to have the boy
renoved fromthe intravenous feed. But Jereny would have perished from
starvation or dehydration, and sonetimes even a comatose patient m ght
suffer pain fromsuch a crewel death, depending on the depth of his
stupor. Jonas was not prepared to be the cause of that pain. More
insidiously, on a level so deep that even he did not it until mnuch

| ater, he suffered fromthe egotistic notion that he still might extract
fromthe boy supposing the boy ever woke an expl anati on of soci opathic
behavi or that had eluded all other seekers in the history of mankind.
Per haps he thought he woul d have greater insight owing to his unique
experience with the madness of his father and his son, orphaned and
wounded bythellrst, w dowed by the second. |In any event he paid the
nursi ng-hone bills. And every Sunday afternoon, he sat at his son's
bedsi de, staring at the pale, placid face in which he could see so nuch
of hinsel f.
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After ten nmonths, Jereny regained consci ousness. Brain danage had |eft
hi m aphasi c, wi thout the power to speak or read. He had not known his
nane or how he had gotten to be where he was. He reacted to his face in
the mirror as if it were that of a stranger, and he did not recognize
his father. Wen the police cane to question him he exhibited neither
guilt nor conprehension. He had awakened as a dullard, his intellectua
capacity severely reduced fromwhat it had been, his attention span
short, easily confused.

Wth gestures, he conpl ai ned vigorously of severe eye pain and
sensitivity to bright light. An ophthal nol ogi cal exam nation reveal ed a
curious indeed, inexplicable-degeneration of the irises. The
contractile nmenbrane seened to have been partially eaten away. The
sphincter pupillae-the nuscle causing the iris to contract, thereby
shrinking the pupil and admtting less light to the eye-had all but

at r ophi ed.

Al so, the dilator pupillae had sluunk, pulling the iris wi de open. And
t he connection between the dilator nuscle and ocul onotor nerve was
fused, leaving the eye virtually no ability to reduce the anount of
incomng light. The condition was w thout precedent and degenerative in
nature, making surgical correction inpossible. The boy was provided
with heavily tinted, waparound sungl asses. Even then he preferred to
pass daylight hours only in roons where netal blinds or heavy drapes
could close off the light. Incredibly, Jereny becane a favorite of the
staff at the rehabilitation hospital to which he was transferred a few
days after awakening at the nursing hone. They were inclined to fee
sorry for himbecause of his eye affliction, and because he was such a
good- | ooki ng boy who had fallen so low. In addition, he now had the
sweet tenperanent of a shy child, a result of his I1Qloss, and there was
no si gn whatsoever of his former arrogance, cool calcul ation, and

smoul dering hostility.

For over four months he wal ked the halls, helped the nurses with sinple
tasks, struggled with a speech therapist to little effect, stared out
the wi ndows at the night for hours at a tine, ate well enough to put

fl esh on his bones, and exercised in the gymduring the evening with
most of the lights off. H's wasted body was rebuilt, and his straws
hair regained its Al nost ten nonths ago, when Jonas was beginning to
wonder where Jeremy could be placed when he was no | onger able to
benefit from physical or occupational therapy, the boy had di sappeared.

Al t hough he had shown no previous inclination to roam beyond t he grounds
of the rehabilitation hospital, he wal ked out unnoticed one night, and
never came back.

Jonas had assumed the police would be quick to track the boy. But they
had been interested in himonly as a m ssing person, not as a suspected
murderer. |If he had regained all of his faculties, they would have
considered himboth a threat and a fugitive fromjustice, but his

conti nued-and apparently permanent-nental disabilities were a kind of

i munity.

Jeremy was no | onger the same person that he had been when the crines
were commtted; with his dimnished intellectual capacity, inability to
speak, and beguilingly sinple personility, no jury would ever convict.

A m ssing-person investigation was no investigation at all. Police
manpower had to be directed against i nmedi ate and serious crines.

Though the cops believed that the boy had probably wandered away, fallen
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into the hands of the wong people, and al ready been exploited and
killed, Jonas knew his son was alive. And in his hear the knew that
what was loose in the world was not a sniveling dullard but a cunning,
dangerous, and exceedi ngly sick young nan.

They had all been decei ved.

He coul d not prove that Jereny's retardation was an act, but in his
heart he knew that he had allowed hinself to be fooled. He had accepted
the new Jereny because, when it cane right down to it, he could not bear
the angui sh of having to confront the Jereny who had killed Marion and
St ephani e. The npbst damming proof of his own conplicity in Jereny's
fraud was the fact that he had not requested a CAT scan to deternine the
preci se nature of the brain danage. At the tine he told hinself the
fact of the damage was the only thing that mattered, not its precise
etiology, an incredible reaction for any physician but not so incredible
for a father who was unwilling to cone face-to-face with the nonster

i nside his son.

And now the nonster was set free. He had no proof, but he knew.
Jeremy was out there somewhere. The old Jereny.

For ten nonths, through a series of three detective agencies, he had
sought his son, because he shared in the noral, though not the |egal,
responsibility for any crinmes the boy coomitted. The first two agencies
had gotten nowhere, eventually concluding that their inability to pick
up a trail nmeant no trail existed. The boy, they reported, was nost

i kely dead.

The third, Mrton Redl ow, was a one-man shop. Though not as glitzy as
t he bi gger agenci es, Redl ow possessed a bulldog determ nation that
encouraged Jonas to believe progress would be nade. And | ast week,
Redl ow had hinted that he was onto sonething, that he woul d have
concrete news by the weekend.

The detective had not been heard fromsince. He had failed to respond
to nessages left on his phone machi ne.

Now, turning away from his conputer and the conference paper he was
unable to work on, Jonas picked up the tel ephone and tried the detective
again. He got the recording. But he could no |longer |eave his nane and
nunber, because the inconing tape on Redl ow s nmachi ne was al ready ful

of messages. It cut himoff.

Jonas had a bad feeling about the detective.
He put down the phone, got up fromthe desk, and went to the w ndow.

H's spirits were so |l ow, he doubted they could be Iifted any nore by
anything as sinple as a magnificent view, but he was willing to try.

Each new day was filled with so nuch nore dread than the day before it,
he needed all the help he could get just to be able to sleep at night
and rise in the norning.

Refl ections of the morning sun rippled in silver filaments through the
incom ng waves, as if the sea were a great piece of rippling blue-gray
fabric with interwoven netallic threads.

He told hinself that Redl ow was only a few days late with his report,
| ess than a week, nothing to be worried about. The failure to return 1-
answer i ng- machi ne nessages m ght only nean the detective was ill or
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preoccupi ed with a personal crisis.

But he knew. Redlowe had found Jereny and, in spite of every warning
from Jonas, had underestimated the boy.

A yacht with white sails was nmaking its way south al ong the coast.

Large white birds kited in the sky behind the ship, diving into the sea
and out again, no doubt snaring fish with each plunge. Gaceful and
free, the birds were a beautiful sight, though not to the fish, of
course. Not to the fish.

Li ndsey went to her studi o between the naster bedroom and the room
besi de Regina's. She nmoved her high stool fromthe easel to the draw ng
board, opened her sketch pad, and started to plan her next painting.

She felt that it was inportant to focus on her work, not only because
the making of art could soothe the soul as surely as the appreciation of
it, but because sticking to everyday routine was the only way she could
try to push back the forces of irrationality that seemed to be surging
like black floodwaters into their lives. Nothing could really go too
far wong-could it?-if she just kept painting, drinking her usual black
coffee, eating three neals a day, washing di shes when t hey needed
washed, brushing her teeth at night, showering and rolling on her
deodorant in the norning. How could sone homicidal creature from Beyond
intrude into an orderly life?

Surely ghouls and ghosts, goblins and nonsters, had no power over those
who were properly groomed, deodorieed, fluoridated, dressed, fed,
enpl oyed, and noti vat ed.

That was what she wanted to believe. But when she tried to sketch, she
couldn't quiet the trenors her hands.

Honel | was dead.
Cooper was dead.

She kept |ooking at the window, erg to see that the spider had returned.
But there was no scurrying black formor the | acework of a new web. Just
gl ass. Treetops and bl ue sky beyond.

After a while Hatch stopped in. He hugged her from behind, and ki ssed
her cheek.

But he was in a solem rather than romantic nmood. He had one of the
Brownings with him He put the pistol on the top of her supply cabinet.

"Keep this with you if you | eave the room He's not going to cone
around during the day. | knowthat. | feel it. Like he's a vanpire or
somet hing, for CGod's sake. But it still doesn't hurt to be careful,
especially when you're here alone."

She was dubi ous, but she said, "All right."

"I"'mgoing out for a while. Do a little shopping."

"For what?" She turned on her stoolL facing himnore directly.

"W don't have enough ammunition for the guns "Both have full clips."
"Besides, | want to get a shotgun."

"Hatch! Even if he cones, and he probably won't, it's not going to be a
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war. A man breaks into your house, it's a matter of a shot or two, not
a pitched battle."

St andi ng before her, he was stone-faced and adamant. "The right shotgun
is the best of all home-defensive weapons. You don't have to be a good
shot. The spread gets him | know just which one | want.

It's a short-barreled, pistol-grip with" She put one hand flat agai nst
his chest in a "stop" gesture. "You're scaring the crap out of ne."

"Good. If we're scared, we're likely to be nore alert, less careless."

"If you really think there's danger, then we shoul dn't have Regi na
here. ™"

"W can't send her back to St. Thomms's," he said at once, as if he had
al ready considered that.

"Only until this is resolved."

"No." He shook his head. "Regina's too sensitive, you know that, too
fragile, too quick to interpret everything as rejection. W mght not
be able to make her understand-and then she nmight not give us a second
chance. "

"I''"'m sure she-"
"Besides, we'd have to tell the orphanage sonet hing.

If we concocted sone lie-and | can't imagine what it would be-they'd
know we were stalling them They'd wonder why. Pretty soon they'd
start second-guessing their approval of us. And if we told themthe
truth, started jabbering about psychic visions and tel epathic bonds with
psycho killers, they'd wite us off as a couple of nuts, never give her
back to us."

He had thought it out.

Li ndsey knew what he said was true.

He kissed her lightly again. "I'lIl be back in an hour. Two at nost."
When he had gone, she stared at the gun for a while.

Then she angrily away fromit and picked up her pencil. She tore off a
page fromthe big drawing tablet. The new page was blank. Wite and
clean. It stayed that way.

Nervousl y-chewi ng her lip, she |ooked at the window. No web. No
spider. Just the glass pane. Treetops and bl ue skies beyond.

She had never realized until now that a pristine blue sky could be The
two screened vents- in the garage attic were provided for ventilation

The over hangi ng roof and the density of the screen nesh did not allow
much penetration--by the sun, but sone wan |light entered with the vague
currents of cool norning air.

Vassago was untroubled by the light, in part because his nest was forned
by piles of boxes and furniture that spared hima direct view of the
vents. The air smelled of dry wood, aging cardboard.

He was having difficulty getting to sleep, so he tried to relax by
imagining what a fine fire mght be fueled by the contents of the garage
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attic. Hi s rich inmagination made it easy to envision sheets of red
flanes, spirals of orange and yellow, and the sharp pop of sap bubbles
exploding in burning rafters. Cardboard and packi ng paper and
conbusti bl e menorabilia disappearing in silent rising curls of snoke,
with a papery crackling like the manic applause of millions in sone dark
and distant theater. Though the conflagration was in his mnd, he had
to squint his eyes against the phantom i ght.

Yet the fantasy of fire did not end hi mperhaps because the attic would
be filled nmerely with burning things, nere |lifel ess objects. Were was
the fun in that?

Ei ght een had burned to death been tranpl ed-made the Haunted House on the
ni ght that Tod Ledderbeck had perished in the cavern of the MIIi pede.

There had been a fire.

He had escaped all suspicion in the rocket jockey's death and the

di saster at the Haunted House, but he'd been shaken by the repercussions
of his night of games. The deaths at Fantasy Wrld were at the top of
the news for at |east two weeks, and were the primary topic of
conversation around school for maybe a nonth. The park cl osed
tenmporarily, reopened to poor business, closed again for refurbishing,
reopened to continued | ow attendance, and eventually succunbed two years
later to all of the bad publicity and to a welter of lawsuits. A few

t housand people | ost their jobs.

And Ms. Ledderbeck had a nervous breakdown, though Jereny figured it
was part of her act, pretending she had actually |oved Tod, the sane
hi pocracy he saw i n everyone.

But other, nore personal repercussions were what shook Jereny. |n the
i medi ate afternmath, toward norning of the |ong sleepless night that
foll owed his adventures at Fantasy World, he had been out of control

Not when he killed Tod. He knew that was right and good, a Master of
the Gane proving his mastery. But fromthe nmoment he had tipped Tod out
of the MI1ipede, he had been drunk on power, banging around the park in
a state of mnd to what he imagi ned he'd have been |ike after chugging a
si x-pack or two. He had been swacked, plastered, crocked, totally

wast ed, polluted, stinko with power, for he had taken unto hinself the
role of Death and becone the one whomall nen feared

The experience was not only inebriating: it was addictive; he wanted to
repeat it the next day, and the day after that, and every day for the
rest of his life. He wanted to set soneone afire again, and he wanted
to know what it felt like to take a life with a sharp blade, with a
gun,with a hammer, with his bare hands. That night he had achi eved an
early puberty, erect with fantasies of death, orgasmc at the
contenpl ati on of nurders yet to be commtted. Shocked by that first
sexual spasmand the fluid that escaped him he finally understood,
toward dawn, that a Master of the Gane Dot only had to be able to kil
wi thout fear but had to control the powerful desire to kill again that
was generated by killing once.

Getting away with murder proved his superiority to all the other

pl ayers, but he could not continue to get away with it if he were out of
control, berserk, like one of those guys you saw on the news who opened
up with a semautomatic weapon on a crowd at a shopping mall.

That was not a Master. That was a fool and a loser. A Master mnust pick
and choose, select his targets with great care, and elimnate themwth
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style.

Now, lying in the garage attic on a pile of folded dropcloths, he
thought that a Master must be like a spider. Choose his killing ground.

Weave his web. Settle down, pull in his long | egs, make a small and
insignificant thing ....... and wait.

Pl enty of spiders shared the attic with him Even in the gl oomthey
were visible to his exquisitely sensitive eyes. Sone of themwere
adm rably industrious. Ohers were alive but as cunningly still as
death. He felt an affinity for themH s little brothers.

The gun shop was a fortress. A sign near the front door warned that the
prem ses were guarded by nulti-systemsilent alarns and al so, at night,
by attack dogs. Steel bars were wel ded over the wi ndows. Hatch noticed
the door was at |east three inches thick, wood but probably with a stee
core, and that the hinges on the inside appeared to have been desi gned
for use on a bathysphere to withstand thousands of tons of pressure deep
under the sea. Though nuch weapons-associ at ed nmerchandi se was on open
shel ves, the rifles, shotguns, and handguns were in | ocked gl ass cases
or securely chained in open wall racks.

Vi deo caneras had been installed near the ceiling in of the four corners
of the long main room all behind thick sheets of bulletproof glass.

The shop was better protected than- a bank. Hatch wondered if he was
living in a time when weaponry had nore appeal to thieves than did noney
itself.

The four clerks were pleasant nen with easy camaraderi e anmong them
selves and a fol ksy manner with custoners. They wore straight-hemed
shirts outside their pants. Maybe they prized confort. O maybe each
was carrying a handgun in a hol ster underneath his shirt, tucked into
the small of his back.

Hat ch bought a Mdssberg short-barreled, pistol-grip, punp-action 12
gauge shot gun.

"The perfect weapon for hone-defense,” the clerk told him "You have
this, you don't really need anything else."

Hat ch supposed that he should be grateful he was living in an age when
the government promi sed to protect and defend its citizens fromthreats
even so small as radon in the cellar and the ultimate environmenta
consequences of the extinction of the one-eyed, blue-tailed gnat. 1In a
less civilized era-say the turn of the century-he no doubt would have
required an arnory containi ng hundreds of weapons, a ton of expl osives,
and a chain-mail vest to wear when answering the door.

He decided irony was a bitter formof hunor and not to his taste. At
| east not in his current nood.

He filled out the requisite federal and state forns, paid with a credit
card, and left with the Mdssberg, a cleaning kit, and boxes of
amunition for the Brownings as well as the shotgun. Behlnd him the
hop door fell shut with a heavy thud, as if he were exiting a vault.

After putting his purchases in the trunk of the Mtsubishi, he got
behi nd the wheel, started the engine-and froze with his hand on the
gearshift.

Beyond the wi ndshield, the small parking |ot had vani shed. The gun shop
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was no | onger there.

As if a mghty sorcerer had cast an evil spell, the sunny day had

di sappeared. Hatch was in a long, eerily lighted tunnel. He gl anced
out the side windows, turned to check the back, but the illusion or

hal | uci nati on whatever the hell it mght be-enwapped him as realistic

inits detail as the parking | ot had been

When he faced forward, he was confronted by a |long slope in the center
of which was a narrow gauge railroad track. Suddenly the car began to
move as if it were a train pulling up that hill.

Hatch janmed his foot down on the brake pedal. No effect He closed his
eyes, counted to ten, listening to his heart pound harder by the second
and unsuccessfully willing hinmself to relax. Wen he opened his eyes,
the tunnel was still there.

He switched the car engine off. He heard it die. The car continued to
nove.

The silence that foll owed the cessation of the engi ne noise was brief.
A new sound arose: clackety-clack, clackety-clack, clackety-clack

An i nhuman shriek erupted to the left, and fromthe corner of his eye,
Hat ch detected threatening nmovenent. He snapped his head toward it.

To his astonishment he saw an utterly alien figure, a pale white slug as

big as a man. It reared up and shrieked at himthrough a round nouth
full of teeth that whirled Iike the sharp bl ades in a garbage di sposal
An identical | beast shrieked froma niche in the tunnel wall to his

right, and nore of them ahead, and beyond them ot her nonsters of other
forns, gibbering, hooting, snarling, squealing as he passed them

In spite of his disorientation and terror, he realized that the
grotesque figures along the tunnel walls were mechani cal beasts, not
real. And as that understanding sank in, he finally recognized the
fam liar sound. C ackety clack, clacketyk. He was on an indoor roller
coaster, yet in his car, nmoving with decreasing speed toward the high
point, with a precipitous fall ahead.

He did not argue with himself that this couldn't be happening, did not
try to shake hinsel f awake or back to his . He was past denial. He
under stood that he did not have to believe in this experience to insure
its continuation; it would progress whether he believed in it or not, so
he m ght as well grit his teeth and get through it.

Bei ng past denial didn't nmean, however, that he was past fear. He was
scared shitl ess.

Briefly he considered opening the car door and getting out. Maybe that
woul d break the spell. But he didn't try it because he was afraid that
when he stepped out he would not be in the parking lot in front of the
gun shop but in the tunnel, and that the car woul d continue uphil

wi t hout him

Losing contact with his little red Mtsubishi mght be Iike slamring a
door on reality, consigning hinself forever to the vision, with no way
out, no The car" the |last nechanical nonster. |t reached the crest of
the inclined-track. enough a pair of sw nging doors. Into darkness.

The doors fell shut behind The car crept forward Forward. Forward.
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Abruptly it dropped as if to a bottom ess pit.

Hatch cried out, and with his cry the darkness vani shed. The sunny
spring day made a wel come reappearance. The parking lot. The gun shop

Hi s hands were | ocked so tightly around the steering wheel that they
ached.

Thr oughout the norning, Vassago was awake nore than asleep. But when he
dozed, he was back in the MIIlipede again, on that night of glory.

In the days and weeks follow ng the deaths at Fantasy Wrld, he had

wi t hout doubt proved hinself a Master by exerting iron control over his
compul sive desire to kill. Merely the menmory of having killed was
sufficient to release the periodic pressure that built in him

Hundreds of tinmes, he relived the sensuous details of each death,
temporarily quenching his hot need. And the know edge that he would
kill again, any time he could do so without arousing suspicion, was an
additional restraint on selfindul gence.

He did not kill anyone else for two years. Then, when he was fourteen,
he drowned another boy at sumer canp. The kid was smaller and weaker,
but he put up a good fight. Wen he was found floating facedown in the
pond, it was the talk of the canp for the rest of that nonth. Water
could be as good as fire.

When he was sixteen and had a driver's |icense, he wasted two
transients, both hitchhi kers, one in Cctober, the other a couple of days
bef ore Thanksgi ving. The guy in Novenber' was just a college kid going
hone for the holiday. But the other one was sonething else, a predator
who t hought he had stumbl ed across a foolish and naive hi gh-school boy
who would provide himw th sone thrills of his own.

Jereny had used knives on both of them

At seventeen, when he di scovered Satanism he couldn't read enough about
it, surprised to find that his secret phil osophy had been codified and
enbraced by clandestine cults. ©h, they were relatively benign forns,
propagat ed by gutless wi nps who were just | ooking for a way to play at

wi ckedness, an excuse for hedonism But real believers existed, as
well, commtted to the truth that God had failed to create people in his
i mge, that the bul k of humanity was equivalent to a herd of cattle,
that selfishness was adnirable, that pleasure was the only worthwhile
goal, and that the greatest pleasure was the brutal exercise of power
over ot hers.

The ultimate expression of power, one privately published vol ume had
assured him was to destroy those who had spawned you, thereby breaking
the bonds of famly "love." The book said that one must as violently as
possi bl e reject the whole hypocrisy of rules, |aws, and noble sentinents
by which other nen pretended to live. Taking that advice to heart was
what had earned hima place in Hell-fromwhich his father had pulled him
back.

But he woul d soon be there again. A few nore deaths, two in particular,
would earn himrepatriation to the | and of darkness and the damed.

The attic grew warnmer as the day progressed.

A few fat flies buzzed back and forth through his shadowy retreat, and
some of themsettled down forever on one or another of the alluring but
sticky webs that spanned the junctions of the rafters. Then the spiders
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nmoved.

In the warm cl osed space, Vassago's dozing became a deeper sleep with
more intense dreans. Fire and water, blade and bullet.

Crouching at the corner of the garage, Hatch reached between two azal eas
and flipped open the cover on the | andscape-lighting control box. He
adjusted the tinmer to prevent the pathway and shrubbery |ights from
blinking off at midnight. Now they would stay on until sunrise.

He cl osed the netal box, stood, and | ooked around at the quiet,

wel | -groomed street. Al was harnony. Every house had a tile roof in
shades of tan and sand and h, not the nore stark orange-red tiles of
many ol der California homes. The stucco walls were creamcol ored or
within a narrow range of coordi nated pastels specified by the
"Covenants, Conventions a Restrictions" that came with the grant deed
and nortgage. Lawns were green and recently nown, flower beds were well
tended, and trees were neatly trimed. It was difficult to believe that
unspeakabl e vi ol ence could ever intrude fromthe outer world into such
an orderly, upwardly nobile conmunity, and inconceivabl e that anything
supernatural could stalk those streets.

The nei ghborhood' s nornal cy was so solid that it seemed |like encircling
stone ranparts crowned with battl enments

Not for the first tinme, he thought that Lindsey and Regi na m ght be
perfectly safe there-but for him |If nadness had invaded this fortress
of normal cy, he had opened the door to it. Maybe he was nmad hinsel f;
maybe his weird experiences were nothing as grand as psychic visions,
nmerely the hallucinations of an insane mnd. He would bet everything he
owned on his sanity-though he also could not disniss the slim
possibility that he would | ose the bet. In any event, whether or not he
was i nsane, he was the conduit for whatever violence mght rain down on
them and perhaps they would be better off if they went away for the
duration, put sone distance between thenselves and himuntil this crazy
busi ness was over. Sending them away seened wi se and responsi bl e- except
that a small voice deep inside himspoke against that option. He had a
terrible hunch-or was it nore than a hunch?-that the killer would not be
com ng after himbut after Lindsey and Regi na.

If they went away sonewhere, just Lindsey and the girl, that hom cida
monster would follow them |eaving Hatch to wait alone for a showdown
that woul d never happen.

Al right, then they had to stick together. Like a famly. Rise or
fall as one.

Before |l eaving to pick Regina up at school, he slowy circled the house,
| ooking for |apses in their defenses. The only one he found was an

unl ocked wi ndow at the back of the garage. The latch had been | oose for
a long tine, and he had been neaning to fix it. He got sone tools from
one of the garage cabinets and worked on the nechanismuntil the bolt
seated securely in the catch

As he'd told Lindsey earlier, he didn't think the nan in his visions
woul d cone as soon as tonight, probably not even this week, nmaybe not
for a month or |onger, but he would come eventually. Even if that

unwel cone visit was days or weeks away, it felt good to be prepare 2

Vassago woke

Wt hout opening his eyes, he knew that night was com ng. He could fee
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the oppressive sun rolling off the world and slipping over the edge of
the horizon. Wen he did open his eyes, the last fading |ight com ng
through the attic vents confirmed that the waters of the night were on
the rise.

Hatch found that it was not exactly easy to conduct a nornal domestic
life while waiting to be stricken by a terrifying, naybe even bl oody,
vision so powerful it would blank out reality for its duration. It was
hard to sit in your pleasant dining room smnile, enjoy the pasta and
Par mesan bread, make with the light banter, and tease a giggle fromthe
young lady with the sol enm gray eyes-when you kept thinking of the

| oaded shotgun secreted in the corner behind the Coromandel screen or
the handgun in the adjacent kitchen atop the refrigerator, above the
line of sight of a small girls eyes.

He wondered how the man in black would enter when he cane. At night,
for one thing. He only cane out at night. They didn't have to worry
about himgoing after Regina at school. But would he boldly ring the
bell or knock snmartly on the door, while they were still up and around
with all the lights on, hoping to catch themoff-guard at a civilized
hour when they might assunme it was a nei ghbor come to call? O would he
wait until they were asleep, lights off, and try to slip through their
def enses to take them unaware?

Hatch wi shed they had an alarm system as they did at the store. Wen
they sold the old house and noved into the new place following Jimy's
death, they should have called Brinks right away. Valuable antiques
graced every room But for the longest tinme after Jimry had been taken
fromthem it hadn't seened to matter if anything-or every Uungse was
taken as well.

Thr oughout di nner, Lindsey was a trooper. She ate a nound of rigatoni
as if she had an appetite, which was something Hatch coul d not manage,
and she filled his frequent worried silences with natural - soundi ng
patter, doing her best to preserve the feeling of an ordinary ni ght at
home.

Regi na was sufficiently observant to know sonething was wong. And

t hough she was tough enough to handl e nearly anything, she was al so
infected with seemingly chronic self-doubt that would probably | ead her
to interpret their uneasiness as dissatisfaction with her

Earlier Hatch and Li ndsey had di scussed what they m ght be able to tel
the girl about the situation they faced, w thout alarning her nore than
was nary. The answer seened to be: nothing. She had been with them
only two days. She didn't know themwell enough to have this crazy'
stuff thrown at her. She'd hear about Hatch's bad dreams, his wal king
hal | uci nati ons, the heat-browned rmagazi ne, the nurders, all of it, and
figure she had been entrusted to a couple of lunatics.

anyway the kid didn't really need to be warned at this stage. They
could | ook out for her; it was what they were sworn to do.

Hatch found it difficult to believe that just three days ago the problem
of his repetitive nightmares had not seened significant enough to del ay
a trial adoption. But Honell and Cooper had not been dead then, and
supernatural forces seened only the material of popcorn novies and

Nati onal Enquirer stories.

Hal fway t hrough di nner he heard a noise in the kitchen. A click and
scrape. Lindsey and Regina were engaged in an intense conversation
about whet her Nancy Drew, girl detective of countless books, was a
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"dorkette," which was Regina's view, or whether she was a smart and
savvy girl for her times but just ol d-fashi oned when you | ooked at her
froma nore nodern viewpoint. Either they were too engrossed in their
debate to hear the noise in the kitchen-or there had been no noi se, and
he had i magined it.

"Excuse nme," he said, getting up fromthe table, "I'Il be right back."

He pushed through the swi nging door into the | arge kitchen and | ooked
around suspiciously. The only novenent in the deserted roomwas a faint
ri bbon of steamstill unraveling fromthe crack between the tilted lid
and the pot of hot spaghetti sauce that stood on a ¢ pad on the counter
besi de the stove.

Sonet hi ng t hunped softly in the Sped fam |y room which opened off the

kitchen. He could see part of that room from where he-stood but not all
of it. He stepped silently across the kitchen and t hrough the archway,
taking the Browning 9 MM off the top of the refrigerator as he went.

The fam |y roomwas al so deserted. But he was sure that he had not
i magi ned that second noise. He stood for a nonent, |ooking around in
baf f | ement .

His skin prickled, and he whirled toward the short hallway that led from
the famly roomto the foyer inside the front door. Nothing. He was
al one.

So why did he feel as if sonmeone was hol ding a nice cube agai nst the
back of his neck?

He noved cautiously into the hallway until he came to the coat closet.
The door was closed. Directly across the hall was the powder room

That door was also shut. He felt drawn toward the foyer, and his
inclination was to trust his hunch and nove on, but he didn't want to
put either of those closed doors at his back

When he jerked open the closet door, he saw at once that no one was in
there. He felt stupid with the gun thrust out in front of himand

poi nti ng at nothing but a couple of coats on hangers, playing a novie
cop or sonething. Better hope it wasn't the final reeL Sonetimnmes, when
the story required it, they killed off the good guy in the end.

He checked the powder room found it also enpty, and continued into the
foyer. The uncanny feeling was still with himbut not as strong as
before. The foyer was deserted. He glanced at the stairs, but no one
was on them

He | ooked in the living room No one. He could see a corner of the
di ni ng-roomtabl e through the archway at the end of the |iving room

Al t hough he coul d hear Lindsey and Regina still discussing Nancy Drew,
he coul dn't see them

He checked the den, which was also off the entrance foyer. And the
closet in the den. And the kneehol e space under the desk

Back in the foyer, he tried the front door. It was |locked, as it should
have been.

No good. |If he was this jumpy already, what in the name of God was he
going to be like in another day or week? Lindsey would have to pry him
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of f the ceding just to give himhis norning coffee each day.

Nevert hel ess, reversing the route he had just taken through the house,
he stopped in the famly roomto try the sliding glass doors that served
the patio and backyard. They were | ocked with the burglar-foiling bar
inserted properly in the floor track

In the kitchen once nore, he tried the door to the garage. It was and
unl ocked, again he felt as if spiders were crawling on his scalp.

He eased the door open. The garage was dark. He funbled for the
switch, clicked the lights on. Banks of big fluorescent tubes dropped a
flood of harsh light straight down the width and breadth of the room
virtually elimnating shadows, revealing nothing out of the ordinary.

St eppi ng over the threshold, he let the door ease shut behind him

He cautiously wal ked- the I ength of the roomwith the large roll-up
sectional doors on his right, the backs of the two cars on his |eft.

The niddle stall was enpty.

Hi s rubber-sol ed Rockports made no sound. He expected to surprise
someone crouched along the far side of one of the cars, but no one was
sheltering behind either of them At the end of the garage, when he was
past the Chevy, he abruptly dropped to the floor and | ooked under the
car. He could see all the way 11 across the room beneath the

M tsubishi, as well. No one was hiding under either vehicle. As best
as he could tell, considering that the tires provided blind spots, no
one appeared to be circling the cars to keep out of his sight.

He got up and turned to a regular door in the end wall. It served the
side yard and had a thunb-turn dead-bolt | ock, which was engaged. No
one could get in that way.

Returning to the kitchen door, he stayed to the back of the garage. He
tried only the two storage cabinets that had tall doors and were |arge
enough to provide a hiding place for a grown man. Neither was occupi ed.

He checked the window |l atch he had repaired earlier in the day. It was
secure, the bolt seated snugly in the vertically mounted hasp

Again, he felt foolish. Like a grown nman engaged in a boy's gane,
fancying hinself a novie hero.

How fast would he have reacted if soneone had been hiding in one of
those tall cabinets and had flung hinmsel f outward when the door opened?

O what if he had dropped to the floor to | ook under the Chevy, and
right there had been the man in black, face-to-face with him inches
away ?

He was glad he hadn't been required to | earn the answer to either of
those unnerving questions. But at |east, having asked them he no

|l onger felt foolish, because indeed the man in black m ght have been
t here.

Sooner or later the bastard would be there. Hatch was no | ess than ever
about the inevitability of a confrontation. Call it a hunch, call it a
prenmonition, call it Christmas turkey if you liked, but he knew that he
could trust the snmall warning voice within him

As he was passing the front of the Mtsubishi, he saw what a- to be a
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dent on the hood. He stopped, sure that it nust be a trick of l|ight,
the shadow of the pulled that hung fromthe ceiling trap. It was
directly over the hood. He swatted the dangling cord, but the mark on
the car didn't |leap and dance as it would have done if it had been just
the cord shadow.

Leani ng over the grille, he touched the smooth sheet metal and felt the
depression, shallow but as big as his hand. He sighed heavily. The car
was still new, and already it needed a session in the body shop

Take a brand new car to the mall, and an hour after it's out of the
show oom sone danmm fool would park beside it and sl am open his door
into yours. It never failed.

He hadn't noticed the dent either when he had conme hone this afternoon
fromthe gun shop or when he'd brought Regi na back from school

Maybe it wasn't as visible frominside the car, behind the steering
wheel ; maybe you had to be out in front, looking at it fromthe right
angle. It sure seened big enough to be seen from anywhere.

He was trying to figure how it could have happened-sonebody nust have
been passing by and dropped sonething on the car-when he saw t he
footprint. It was in a gossaner coating of beige dust on the red paint,
the sole and part of the heel of a wal ki ng shoe probably not nuch
different fromthe ones he was wearing. Soneone had stood on or wal ked
across the hood of the M tsubishi

It must have happened outside St. Thomas's School, because it was the
kind of thing a kid might do, showing off to friends. Having allowed
too much tinme for bad traffic, Hatch had arrived at St. Tonis twenty

m nutes before classes let out. Rather than wait in the car, he'd gone
for a walk to work off some excess nervous energy. Probably, sone

Wi se-ass and his buddies fromthe adjacent high school-the footprint was
too big to belong to a snaller kid-sneaked out a little ahead of the
final bell, and were showi ng off for each other as they raced away from
the school, maybe | eapi ng and cl anbering over obstacl es instead of going
around them as if they'd escaped froma prison with the bl oodhounds

cl ose on Their "Hatch?"

Startled out of his train of thought just when it to be |eading
somewhere, he spun around toward the voice as if it did not sound
famliar to him which of course it did.

Li ndsey stood in the doorway between the garage and kitchen. She | ooked
at the gun in his hand, net his eyes. "Wat's wong?"

"I "Thought | heard sonething."
" And?"

"Not hing." She had startled himso nuch that he had forgotten the
footprint and dent on the car hood. As he followed her into the
kitchen, he said, "This door was open. | locked it earlier."

"Ch, Regina left one of her books in the car when she cane hone from
school . She went out just before dinner to get it."

"You shoul d have nade sure she | ocked up."

"It's only the door to the garage,
di ni ng room

Li ndsey said, heading toward the
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He put a hand on her shoulder to stop her, turned her around. "It's a
poi nt of vulnerability," he said with perhaps nore anxiety than such a
m nor breach of security warranted

"Aren't the outer garage doors |ocked?"

"Yes, and this one should be | ocked, too.

"But as many tinmes as we go back and forth fromthe kitchen"-they had a
second refrigerator in the garage it's just convenient to | eave the door
unl ocked. We've always left it unlocked."

"W don't any nore," he said finmy.

They were face-to-face, and she studied himworriedly. He knew she
t hought he was wal king a fine |ine between prudent precautions and a
sort of quiet hysteria, even treading the wong way over that |ine
soneti nes.

On the other hand, she hadn't had the benefit of his nightmares and
Vi si ons.

Per haps the same thought crossed Lindsey's mnd, for she nodded and
said, "OCkay. I'msorry. You're right."

He | eaned back into the garage and turned off the lights. He closed the
door, engaged the deadbolt-and felt no safer, really.

She had started toward the dining roomagain. She glanced back as he
foll owed her, indicating the pistol in his hand. "Going to bring that
to the table?"

Deci ding he had cone down a little heavy on her, he shook his head and
bugged his eyes out, trying to make a Christopher Lloyd face and |ighten
the monent: "I think some of ny rigatoni are still alive. 1'd like to
eat themtill they're dead.”

"Wel |, you've got the shotgun behind the Coromandel for that," she
rem nded him

"You're right!" He put the pistol on top of the refrigerator agaln.

"And if that doesn't work, | can always take themout in the driveway
and run themover with the car!"

She pushed open the sw nging door, and Hatch followed her into the
di ni ng room

Regi na | ooked up and said, "Your food's getting cold."

Still making |ike Christopher LlIoyd, Hatch said, "Then we'll get sone
sweaters and mittens for them™

Regi na giggled. Hatch adored the way she gi ggl ed.
After the dinner dishes were done, Regina went to her roomto study.
"Big history test tonmorrow," she said

Li ndsey returned to her studio to try to get sone work done. \When she
sat down at her drawi ng board, she saw the second Browning It was stil
atop the low art-supply cabinet, where Hatch had put it earlier in the
day.
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She scowled at it. She didn't necessarily di sapprove of guns

t hensel ves, but this one was nore than nerely a handgun. It was a
synbol of their powerlessness in the face of the anorphous threat that
hung over them

Keeping a gun ever within reach seemed an adm ssion that they were
desperate and couldu't control their own destiny. The sight of a snake
coil ed on the cabinet could not have carved a deeper scow on her face.

She didn't want Regina walking in and seeing it.

She pul |l ed open the first drawer of the cabinet and shoved asi de sone
gum erasers and pencils to nake room for the weapon. The Browni ng
barely fit in that shallow space. dosing the drawer, she felt better

During the I ong norning and afternoon, she had acconplished not hi ng.

She had nade | ots of false starts with sketches that went nowhere. She
was not even close to being ready to prepare a canvas.

Masonite, actually. She worked on Masonite, as did nost artists these
days, but she still thought of each rectangle as a canvas, as though she
were the reincarnation of an artist from another age and coul d not shake
her old way of thinking. Also, she painted in acrylics rather than
oils.

Masonite did not deteriorate over tine the way canvas did, and acrylics
retained their true colors far better thin oil-based paints.

O course if she didn't do sonething soon' it wouldn't matter if she
used acrylics or cat's piss. She couldn't call herself an artist in the

first place if I. she cone an a 1. <couldn't up with idea that excited
her and conposition that did the idea justice. Picking up a thick
charcoal pencil, she | eaned over the sketch pad that was open on the

drawi ng board in front of her. She tried to knock inspiration off its
perch and get its lazy butt flying again.

After no nore than a mnute, her gaze floated off the page, up and up,
until she was staring at the window. No interesting sight waited to
distract her tonight, no treetops gracefully swaying in a breeze or even
a patch of cerul ean sky. The night beyond the pane was featurel ess.

The bl ack backdrop transforned the wi ndow glass into a mrror in which
she saw herself | ooking over the top of the draw ng board.

Because it was not a true mrror, her reflection was transparent,
ghostly, as if she had died and cone back to haunt the |ast place she
had ever known on That was an unsettling thought, so she returned her
attention to the blank page of the drawing tablet in front of her.

| After Lindsey and Regi na went upstairs, Hatch wal ked fromroomto room
on the ground fl oor, checking wi ndows and doors to be sure they were
secured. He had inspected the |ocks before. Doing it again was

potless. He did it anyway.

When he reached the pair of sliding glass doors in the famly room he
swi tched on the outdoor patio lights to augnent the |ow | andscape
lighting. The backyard was now bright enough for himto see nost of it
al t hough soneone coul d have been crouched anong the shrubs al ong the
rear fence. He stood at the doors, waiting for one of the shadows al ong
the perineter of the property to shift.

Maybe he was wrong. Maybe the guy woul d never cone after them In
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which case, in a nonth or two or three, Hatch would nost likely be
certifiably mad fromthe tension of waiting. He alnbst thought it would
be better if the creep cane now and got it over with.

He noved on to the breakfast nook and exam ned those wi ndows. They were
still I ocked.

Regi na returned to her bedroom and prepared her corner desk for hone
work. She put her books to one side of the blotter, pens and felt-tip
H -Liter to the other side, and her notebook in the m ddle, everything
squar ed-up and neat.

As she got her desk set up, she worried about the Harrisons. Sonething
was wrong with them

Well, not wong in the sense that they were thieves or eneny spies or
counterfeiters or nmurderers or child-eating cannibals. For a while
she'd had an idea for a novel in which this absolute screwp girl is
adopted by a couple who are child-eating cannibals, and she finds a pile
of child bones in the basenment, and a recipe file in the kitchen with
cards that say things |like Roast Grl-and Grl soup, with instructions
I'i ke one tender young girl, unsalted, one onion, chopped; one pound
carrots, diced In the story the girl goes to the authorities, but they
wi Il not believe her because she's wi dely known as a screwup and a
teller of tall tales.

Well, that was fiction, and this was real liiie, and the Harrisons
seened perfectly happy eating pizza and pasta and hanburgers.

She clicked on the fluorescent desk | anp.

Though there was nothing wong with the Harrisons thensel ves, they
definitely had probl enms, because they were tense and trying hard to hide
it. Maybe they weren't able to make their nortgage paynments, and the
bank was going to take the house, and all three of them would have to
move back into her old roomat the orphanage. Maybe they had di scovered
that Ms. Harrison had a sister. she'd never heard about before, an
evil twin like all those people on television shows were al ways

di scovering they had. O nmaybe they owed noney to the Mafia and
couldn't pay it and were going to get their |egs broken

Regina withdrew a dictionary fromthe bookshel ves and put it on the
desk.

If they had a bad problem Regina hoped it was the Mafia thing, because
she could handle that pretty well. The Harrisons' |egs would get better
eventually, and they'd learn an inportant |esson about not borrow ng
nmoney from | oansharks. Meanwhile, she could take care of them nmake
sure they got their medicine, check their tenperatures now and then, |I'd
bring them dishes of ice creamwith a little animl cookie stuck in the
top of each one, and even enpty their bedpans (Goss!) if it cane to
that. She knew a | ot about nursing, having been on the receiving end of
so much of it at various times over the years

(DearGod, if their big problemis life, could have a miracle here and
get the problem changed to the Mafia, so they'Il keep me and we'll be
happy? 1n exchange for the mracle, 1'd even be willing to have ny | egs
broken, too. At least talk it over with the guys at the Mafia and see
what they say.) Wen the desk was fully prepared for homework, Regina
deci de that she needed to be nore confortable in order to study.

Havi ng changed out of her parochial -school uniform when she had gotten
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hone, she was wearing gray corduroy pants and a |ine-green, |ong-sleeve
cotton sweater. Pajamas and a robe were much better for studying.

Besi des, her |leg brace was making her itch in a couple of places, and
she wanted to take it off for the day.

When she slid open the mrrored cl oset door, she was face-to-face with a
crouching man all in black and wearing sun gl asses.

On yet one nore tour of the downstairs, Hatch decided to turn off the

| anps and chandeliers as he went. Wth the | andscape and exterior house
lights all ablaze but the interior dark, he would be able to see a
prow er w thout being seen hinself.

He concl uded the patrol in the unlighted den, which he had decided to
make his p guard station. Sitting at the big desk in the gloom he
could | ook through the double doors into the front foyer and cover the
foot of the stairs to the second floor. |If anyone tried to enter
through a den wi ndow or the French doors to the rose garden, he woul d
know at once.

If the intruder breached their security in another room Hatch woul d
nail the guy when he tried to go upstairs, because the spill of
second-floor hall light illum nated the steps. He couldn't be
everywhere at once, and the den seened to be the npbst strategic

posi tion.

He put both the shotgun and the handgun on top of the desk, within easy
reach. He couldn't see themwell without the lights on, but he could
grab either of themin an instant if anything happened. He practiced a
fewtines, sitting in his swivel chair and facing the foyer, then
abruptly reaching out to grab the Browning, this tine the Mssberg

12- gauge, Browni ng, Browni ng, Mdssberg, Browni ng, Mssberg, Mssherg

Every tinme, maybe because his reactions were hei ghtened by adrenali he,
his right hand swooped through darkness and with precise notions canme to
rest upon the handgrip of the Browning or the stock of the Myssberg,

whi chever was want ed.

He took no satisfaction in his preparedness, because he knew he coul d
not remain vigilant twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. He had
to sleep and eat. He had not gone to the shop today, and he coul d take
off a few days nore, but he couldn't |eave everything to G enda and Lew
indefinitely; sooner or |later he would have to go to work.

Real i stically, even with breaks to eat and sl eep, he would cease to be
an effective watchman | ong before he needed to return to work.

Sust ai ning a high degree of nental and physical alertness was a draining
enterprise. In time he'd have to consider hiring a guard or two froma
private security firmand he didn't know how rmuch that would cost. More
i mportant, he didn't know how reliable a hired guard woul d be.

He doubted he woul d ever have to make that decision, because the bastard
was going to cone soon, naybe tonight. On a primtive |level, a vague

i npression of the man's intentions Bowed to Hatch al ong what ever

mystical bond they shared. It was like a child' s words spoken into a
tin can and conveyed along a string to another tin can, where they were
reproduced as di m sounds, npbst of the coherency |ost due to the poor
quality of the conductive material but the essential tone stil
percepti bl e.

The current message on the psychic string could not be heard in any
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detail, but the primary nmeaning was clear: Coming... |I'mconmng... I|I'm
com ng. .

Probably after mdnight. Hatch sensed that their encounter would take
pl ace between that dead hour and dawn. |t was now exactly 7:46 by his
wat ch.

He withdrew his ring of car and house keys from his pocket, found the
desk key that he had added earlier, opened the | ocked drawer, and took
out the heat-darkened, snoke-scented issue of Arts American, letting the
keys dangle in the lock. He held the nagazine in both hands in the
dark, hoping the feel of it would, like a talisman, anplify his nagica
vision and allow himto see precisely when, where, and how the killer
woul d arrive.

M ngl ed odors of fire and destruction one so bitterly pungent that they
were nauseating, others nerely ashy-rose fromthe crisp pages.

Vassago clicked off the fluorescent desk lanp. He crossed the girls
roomto the door, where he also switched off the ceiling |ight.

He put his hand on the doorknob but hesitated, reluctant to | eave the
child behind him She was so exquisite, so vital. He knew the nonent
he had pulled her into his arnms that she was the caliber of acquisition
that woul d conplete his collection and win himthe eternal reward he
sought .

Stifling her cry and cutting off her breathing with one gloved hand, he
had swept her into the closet and crushed her against himwth his
strong arns. He had held her so fiercely that she could barely squirm
and coul dn't kick against anything to draw attention to her plight.

When she had passed out in his arns, he had been alnost in a swoon and
had been overcone by the urge to kill her right there. |In her closet.

Among the soft piles of clothes that had fallen off the hangers above
t hem

The scent of freshly laundered cotton and spray starch. The warm
fragrance of wool. And girl. He wanted to wing her neck and feel her
|ife energy pass through his powerful hands, into him and through him
to the land of the dead.

He had taken so |l ong to shake off that overpowering desire that he

al rost had killed her. She fell silent and still. By the tine he

uncl anped his hand from her nose and nouth, he thought he had snothered
her. But when he put his ear to her parted |lips, he could hear and fee
faint exhal ations. A hand agai nst her chest rewarded himwith the solid
thud of her slow, strong heartbeat.

Now, | ooking back at the child, Vassago repressed the need to kill by
prom sing hinself that he would have satisfaction |ong before dawn.

Meanwhi |l e, he nmust be a Master. Exercise control
Cont r ol

He opened the door and studied the second-floor hallway beyond the girls
room Deserted. A chandelier was aglow at the far end, at the head of
the stairs, in front of the entrance to the master bedroom producing
too much light for his confort if he had not had his sungl asses. He
still needed to squint.
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He must butcher neither the child nor the nother until he had both of
themin the nmuseum of the dead, where he had killed all the others who
were part of his collection. He knew now why he had been drawn to

Li ndsey and Regina. Mdther and daughter. Bitch and young-bitch. To
regain his place in Hell, he was expected to comrit the sanme act that
had won him dammation in the first place: the nmurder of a nother and her
daughter. As his own nother and sister were not available to be killed
agai n, Lindsey and Regi na had been sel ected.

Standing in the open doorway, he listened to the house. It was silent.

He knew the artist was not the girls birth nother. Earlier, when the
Harrisons were in the dining roomand he slipped into the house fromthe
garage, he'd had tine to poke around in Regina's room He'd found
menent oes with the orphanage name on them for the nost part cheaply
printed drama prograns handed out at holiday plays in which the girl had
held m nor roles. Neverthel ess, he had been drawn to her and Li ndsey,
and his own master apparently judged themto be suitable sacrifices.

The house was so still that he would have to nove as quietly as a cat.
He coul d manage t hat.

He gl anced back at the girl on the bed, able to see her better in the
darkness than he could see nost of the details of the too-bright
hal | way.

She was still unconscious, one of her own scarves wadded in her nouth
and another tied around her head to keep the gag in place. Strong

| engt hs of cord, which he had untied fromaround storage boxes in the
garage attic, tightly bound her wists and ankl es.

Contr ol

Leavi ng Regi na's door open behind himhe eased al ong the hall way,
staying close to the wall, where the plywood sub-flooring under the
thick carpet was least likely to creak

He knew the layout. He had cautiously explored the second floor while
the Harrisons had been finishing dinner

Beside the girls roomwas a guest bedroom It was dark now. He crept
on toward Lindsey's studio.

Because the main hallway chandelier was directly ahead of him his
shadow fell in his wake, which was fortunate. Oherw se, if the woman
happened to be | ooking toward the hall, she would have been warned of
hi s approach.

He inched to the studio door and stopped.

Standing with his back flat to the wall, eyes strai ght ahead, he could
see between the balusters under the handrail of the open staircase, to
the foyer below. As far as he could tell, no lights were on downstairs.

He wondered where the husband had gone. The tall doors to the master
bedr oom were open, but no lights were on in there. He could hear snall
noi ses comng fromw thin the wonman's studi o, so he figured she was at
work. |If the husband was with her, surely they woul d have exchanged a
few words, at least, during the tine Vassago had been nmking his way

al ong the hall.

He hoped the husband had gone out on an errand. He had no particul ar
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need to kill the man. And any confrontati on woul d be dangerous.

From hi s jacket pocket, he withdrew the supple | eather sap, filled with
| ead shot, that he had appropriated | ast week from Morton Redl ow, the
detective. It was an extrenely effective-1ooking blackjack. It felt
good in his hand. |In the pearl-gray Honda, two bl ocks away, a handgun
was tucked under the driver's seat, and Vassago al nost wi shed he had
brought it. He had taken it fromthe antique deal er, Robert Lofinman, in
Laguna Beach a coupl e of hours before dawn that norning.

But he didn't want to shoot the wonan and the girl. Even if he just
wounded and di sabl ed them they might bleed to death before he got them
back to his hideaway and down into the nuseum of death, to the altar
where his offerings were arranged. And if he used a gun to renove the
husband, he could risk only one shot, maybe two. Too nuch gunfire was
bound to be heard by neighbors and the source located. In that quiet
community, once gunfire was identified, cops would be crawing over the
place in two m nutes.

The sap was better. He hefted it in his right hand, getting the feel of
it.

Wth great care, he |eaned across the doorjamb. Tilted his head.
Peeked into the studio.

She sat on the stool, her back to the door. He recognized her even from
behind. Hi s heart galloped al nost as fast as when the girl had
struggl ed and passed out in his arnms. Lindsey was at the draw ng board,
charcoal pencil in her right hand. Busy, busy, busy. Pencil naking a
soft snaky hiss as it worked agai nst the paper

No matter how determ ned she was to keep her attention firmy on the
probl em of the bl ank sheet of drawi ng paper, Lindsey |ooked up
repeatedly at the window. Her creative block crunbled only when she
surrendered and began to draw the wi ndow. The uncurtained frane.

Dar kness beyond the glass. Her face |ike the countenance of a ghost
engaged in a haunting. When she added the spider web in the upper

ri ght-hand corner, the concept jelled, and suddenly she excited. She
t hought she might title it The Wb of Life and Death, and use a surrea
series of synbolic itens to knit the thene into every corner of the
canvas. Not canvas, Masonite. |In fact, just paper now, only a sketch,
but worth pursuing.

She repositioned the drawing tabl et on the board, setting it higher

Now she coul d just raise her eyes slightly fromthe page to | ook over
the top of the board at the wi ndow, and didn't have to keep raising and
| oweri ng her head.

More el enents than just her face, the wi ndow, and the web woul d be
required to give the painting depth and interest. As she worked she
considered and rejected a score of additional inages.

Then an inage a- alnost magically in the glass above her own reflection
the face that Hatch had described fromnightmares. Pale.

A shock of dark hair. The sungl asses.

For an instant she thought it was a supernatural event, an apparition in
the glass. Even as her breath caught in her throat, however, she
realized that she was seeing a reflection |like her owmn and that the
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killer in Hatch's dreams was in their house, |eaning around the doorway
to look at her. She repressed an inpulse to scream As soon as he
realized she had seen him she would | ose what little advantage she had,
and he woul d be all over her, slashing at her, pounding on her,
finishing her off before Hatch even got upstairs. |nstead, she sighed

| oudly and shook her head as if displeased with what she was getting
down on the draw ng paper.

Hatch m ght al ready be dead.

She slowy put down her charcoal pencil, letting her fingers rest on it
as if she mght decide to pick it up again and go on.

If Hatch wasn't dead, how el se could this bastard have gotten to the
second floor? No. She couldn't think about Hatch being dead, or she
woul d be dead herself, and thin Regina. Dear God, Regina.

She reached toward the top drawer of the supply cabinet at her side, and
a shiver went through her as she touched the cold chronme handl e.

Refl ecting the door behind her, the wi ndow showed the killer not just
| eaning around the janb but stepping boldly into the open doorway.

He paused arrogantly to stare at her, evidently relishing the nonent.

He was unnaturally quiet. |f she had not seen his inmage in the gl ass,
she woul d have had no awar eness what soever of his presence.

She pul | ed open the drawer, felt the gun under her hand.
Behi nd her, he crossed the threshol d.

She drew the pistol out of the drawer and swung around on her stool in
one notion, bringing the heavy weapon up, clasping it in both hands,
pointing it at him She would not have been entirely surprised if he
had not been there, and if her first inpression of himonly as an
apparition in the w ndowpanee had turned out to be correct. But he was
there, all right, one step inside the door when she drew down on him

wi th the Browni ng.

She said, "Don't nove, you son of a bitch."

Whet her he thought he saw weakness in her or whether he just didn't give
a damm if she shot himor not, he backed out of the doorway an-into the
hal| even as she swung toward himand told himnot to nove

"Stop, damm it!"

He was gone. Lindsey would have shot himw thout hesitation, wthout
nmoral conpunction, but he noved so incredibly fast, Iike a cat springing
for safety, that all she would have gotten was a piece of the doorjanb.

Shouting for Hatch, she was off the high stool and | eaping for the door
even as the last of the killers black shoe, his |eft foot-vanished out
of the door frame. But she brought herself up short, thinking he m ght
not have gone anywhere, might be waiting just to the side of the door,
expecting her to cone through in a panic, then stepping behind her and
pound her across the back of the head or push her into the stair railing
and over and out and down onto the foyer floor. Regina. She couldn't
delay. He might be going after Regina. A hesitation of only a second,
then she crashed through her fear and through the open door, all- this
time shouting Hatch's Looking to her right as she cane into the hall

she saw the guy going for Regina's door, also open, at the far end. The
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room was dark beyond when there ought to have been lights, Regina
studying. She didn't have tinme to stop and aim Al nost squeezed the
trigger. Wanted to punp out bullets in the hope that one of them woul d
nail the bastard. But Regina's roomwas so dark, and the girl could be
anywhere. Lindsey was afraid that she would miss the killer and bl ow
away the girl, bullets flying through the open doorway.

So she held her fire and went after the guy, screanming Regina s name now
i nstead of Hatch's.

He di sappeared into the girls roomand threw the door shut behind him a
bell of a slamthat shook the house. Lindsey hit that barrier a second
| ater, bounced off it. Locked. She heard Hatch shouting her name-thank
God, he was alive, he was alive-but she didn't stop or turn around to
see where he was. She stepped back and kicked the door hard, then
kicked it again. It was only a privacy latch, Ilinsy, it ought to pop
open easily, but didn't.

She was going to kick it again, but the killer spoke to her through the
door. His voice was raised but not a shout, nenacing but cool, no panic
init, no fear, just businesslike and a |iNe loud, terrifyingly snooth
and calm "Get away fromthe door, or I'll kill the little bitch."

Just before Lindsey began to shout his name, Hatch was sitting at the
desk in the den, lights off, holding Arts Anerican in both hands. A
vision hit himwith an electric sound, the crackle of a current junping
an are, as if the magazine were a |live power cable that he had gri pped
in his bare hands.

He saw Lindsey from behind, sitting on the high stool in her office, at
the draw ng board, working on a sketch. Then she was not Lindsey any

nore. Suddenly she was anot her wonan, taller, also seen from behind but
not on the stool, in an arnthair in a different roomin a strange house.

She was knitting. A bright skein of yarn slowy unraveled froma

retai ning bowl on the small table beside her chair. Hatch thought of
her as "nother," though she was not hi ng what soever like his nother. He
| ooked down at his right hand, in which he held a knife, imense,

al ready wet with blood. He approached her chair. She was unaware of
him As Hatch, he wanted to cry out and warn her. But as the user of
the knife, through whose eyes he was seeing everything, he wanted only
to savage her, tear the life out of her, and thereby conplete the task
that would free him He stepped to the back of her arnthair. She
hadn't heard himyet. He raised the knife high. He struck. She
screamed. He struck. She tried to get out of the chair. He noved
around her, and fromhis point of viewit was |ike a swooping shot in a
nmovi e meant to convey flight, the snooth glide of a bird or bat. He
pushed her back into the chair, struck. She raised her hands to protect
herself. He struck. He struck. And now, as if it was all a |oop of
film he was behind her again, standing in the doorway, except she
wasn't "nother" any nore, she was Lindsey again, sitting at the draw ng
board in her upstairs studio, reaching to the top drawer of her supply
cabinet and pulling it open. His gaze rose fromher to the w ndow.

He saw hinsel f-pale face, dark hair, sun glasses and knew she had seen
him She spun around on the stool, a pistol coning up, the nuzzle ainmed
straight at his chest "Hatch!"

H s name, echoing through the house, shattered the link. He shot up
fromthe desk chair, shuddering, and the nmagazine fell out of his hands.

"Hat ch! "
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Reaching out in the darkness, he unerringly found the handgrip of the
Browni ng, and raced out of the den. As he crossed the foyer and cli nbed
the stairs two at a time, looking up as he went, trying to see what was
happeni ng, he heard Lindsey stop shouting his name and start screani ng
"Regina!" Not the girl Jesus, please, not the girl.

Reaching the top of the stairs, he thought for an instant that the

sl amm ng door was a shot But the sound was too distinct to be m staken
for , and as he | ooked back the hall he saw Lindsey bounce off the door
to Regina's roomw th another crash. As he ran to join her, she kicked
the door, kicked again, and then she stunbled back fromit as he reached
her .

"l emme try," he said, pushing her.
"No! He said back off or he'll kill her."

For a couple of seconds, Hatch stared at the door, literally shaking
with frustration. Then he took hold of the knob, tried to turn it
slowy. But it was |ocked, so he put the nmuzzle of the pistol against
the base of the knob pl ate.

"Hatch," Lindsey said plaintively, "he'll kill her."

He t hought of the young blonde taking two bullets in the chest, flying
backward out of the car onto the freeway, tunbling, tunbling along the
pavenent into the fog. And the nother suffering the massive bl ade of
the butcher knife as she dropped her knitting and struggl ed desperately
for her life.

He said, "He'll kill her anyway, turn your face away," and he pulled the
trigger.

Wbod and thin nmetal dissolved into splinters. He grabbed the brass
knob, it cane off in his hand, and he threw it aside. Wen he shoved on
the door, it creaked inward an inch but no farther. The cheap | ock had
di sintegrated. But the shank on which the knob had been seated was
still bristling fromthe wood, and sonethi ng nust have been wedged under
the other knob on the inside. He pushed on the shank with the pal m of
his hand, but that didn't provide enough force to nove it; whatever was
wedged agai nst the other side-npbst likely the girls desk chair-was
exerting upward pressure, thereby hol ding the shank in place.

Hatch gripped the Browning by its barrel and used the butt as a hammer.

Cursing, he pounded the shank, driving it inch by inch back through the
door.

Just as the shank flew free and clattered to the floor inside, a vivid
series of images flooded through Hatch's mind, tenporarily washi ng away
the upstairs hall. They were all fromthe killer's eyes: a weird angl e,
| ooking up at the side of a house, this house, the wall outside Regina's
bedr oom

The open wi ndow. Below the sill, a tangle of trumpet-vine running A
hornlike flower in his face. Latticework under his hands, splinters
digging into his skin. dutching with one hand, searching with the
other for a new place to grip, one foot dangling in space, a weight
bearing down hard over his shoulder. Then a creaking, a splitting sound
A sudden sense of perilous |ooseness in the geonetric web to which he
clung Hatch was snapped back to reality by a brief, |oud noise from
beyond the door: clattering and splintering wood, nails popping | oose
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with tortured screeches, scraping, a crash.
Then a new wave of psychic images and sensations surged through him

Falling. Backward and out into the night. Not far, hitting the ground,
a brief flash of pain. Rolling once on the grass. Beside him a snall
huddl ed form lying still. Scuttling to it, seeing the face

Regi na. Eyes closed. A scarf tied across her nouth "Regina!" Lindsey
cri ed.

When reality clicked into once again, Hatch was already sag his shoul der
agai nst the bedroom door. The brace on the other side fell away. The
door shuddered open. He went inside, slapping the wall with one hand
until he found the light switch. |In the sudden glare, he stepped over
the fallen desk chair and swng the Browning right, then left. The room
was enpty whi ch he already knew from his vision

At the open w ndow he | ooked out at the collapsed trellis and tangl ed
vines on the |awn below. There was no sign of the nman in sungl asses or
of Regi na.

"Shit!" Hatch hurried back across the room grabbing Lindsey, turning
her around, pushing her through the door, into the hall, toward the head
of the stairs. "You take the front, I'll take the back, he's got her,
stop him 1 go, go." She didn't resist, picked up at once on what he was
saying, and flew down the steps with himat her heels.

"Shoot him bring himdown, aimfor the legs, can't worry about hitting
Regi na, he's getting away!"

In the foyer Lindsey reached the front door even as Hatch was com ng off
the bottom step and turning toward the short hallway. He dashed into
the famly room then into the kitchen, peering out the back w ndows of
the house as he ran past them The lawn and patios were well |ighted,
but he didn't see anyone out there.

He tore open the door between the kitchen and the garage, stepped
through, switched on the lights. He raced across the three stalls,
behind the cars, to the exterior door at the far end even before the
| ast of the fluorescent tubes had stopped flickering and cone all the
way on.

He di sengaged the dead-bolt |ock, stepped out into the narrow side yard,
and glanced to his right. No killer. No Regina. The front of the
house lay in that direction, the street, nmore houses facing theirs from
the other side. That was part of the territory Lindsey already was
coveri ng.

H s heart knocked so hard, it seenmed to drive each breath out of his
I ungs before he could get it all the way in.

She's only ten, only tea He turned |left and ran along the side of the
house, around the corner of the garage, into the backyard, where the
fallen trellis and trunpet vines lay in a heap

So small, alittle thing. God, please.

Afraid of stepping on a nail and disabling hinself, he skirted the
debris and searched frantically along the perineter of the property,
pl ungi ng reckl essly into the shrubbery, probing behind the tal
eugeni as.
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No one was in the backyard.

He reached the side of the property farthest fromthe garage, al nost
slipped and fell as he skidded around the corner, but kept his bal ance.

He thrust the Browning out in front of himw th both hands, covering the
wal kway between the house and the fence. No one there, either

He' d heard nothing fromout front, certainly no , which nmeant Lindsey
must be having no better luck than he was. |If the killer had not gone
that way, the only other thing he could have done was scale the fence on
one side or another, escaping into sonmeone el se's property.

Turning away fromthe front of the house, Hatch surveyed the seven
foot-high fence that encircled the backyard, separating it fromthe
abutting yards of the houses to the east, west, and south.

Devel opers and Realtors called it a fence in southern California,
although it was actually a wall, concrete blocks reinforced with stee
and covered with stucco, capped with bricks, painted to natch the
houses. Most nei ghbor hoods had them guarantors of privacy at sw nm ng
pool s or barbecues. Good fences nmake good nei ghbors, nake strangers for
nei ghbor and make it damm easy for an intruder to scranble over a single
barrier and vanish fromone part of the maze into another

Hat ch was on an enotional wre-wal k across a chasm of despair, his
bal ance sustained only by the hope that the killer couldn't nove fast
with Regina in his arns or over his shoulder. He |ooked east, west,
south, frozen by indecision

Finally he started toward the back wall, which was on their southern
flank. He halted, gasping and bendi ng forward, when the nysterious
connecti on between himand the man in sungl asses was re-established.

Agai n Hatch saw through the other man's eyes, and in spite of the
sungl asses the night seened nore like late twilight. He was in a car,
behi nd the steering wheel, |eaning across the console to adjust the
unconscious girl in the passenger seat as if she were a nmannequin.

Her wists were | ashed together in her lap, and she was held in place by
the saf ety harness.

After arranging her auburn hair to cover the scarf that crossed the back
of her head, he pushed her against the door, so she slunped with her
face turned away fromthe side wi ndow. People in passing cars would not
be able to see the gag in her nouth. She appeared to be sl eeping.

I ndeed she was so pale and still, he suddenly wondered if she was dead.
No point in taking her to his hideaway if she was already dead.

M ght as well open the door and push her out, dunp the little bitch
right there. He put his hand agai nst her cheek. Her skin was
wonderful |y snooth but seened cool

Pressing his fingertips to her throat, he detected her heartbeat in a
carotid artery, thunping strongly, so strongly. She was so alive, even
nmore vital than she had seened in the vision with the butterfly flitting
around her head. He had never before nade an acquisition of such val ue,
and he was grateful to all the powers of Hell for giving her to him He
thrilled at the prospect of reaching deep within and clasping that
strong young heart as it twitched and thudded into final stillness, al
the while staring into her beautiful gray eyes to watch |ife pass out of
her and death enter Hatch's cry of rage, anguish, and terror broke the
psychi ¢ connecti on
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He was in his backyard again, holding his right hand up in front of his
face, staring at it in horror, as if Regina' s blood already stained his
trenbling fingers.

He turned away fromthe back fence, and sprinted al ong the east side of
the house, toward the front.

But for his own hard breathing, all was quiet. Evidently sone of the
nei ghbors weren't hone. QOhers hadn't heard anything, or at |east not
enough to bring them outside.

The serenity of the comunity nade himwant to screamw th frustration

Even as his own world was falling apart, however, he realized the
appearance of normality was exactly that-merely an appearance, not a
reality. God knew what mni ght be happeni ng behind the walls of sone of
those houses, horrors equal to the one that had overconme hi mand Lindsey
and Regi na, perpetrated not by an intruder but by one nenber of a famly
upon another. The human speci es pose a knack for creating nonsters, and
the beasts thensel ves often had a talent for hiding away behind

convi nci ng masks of sanity.

When Hatch reached the front | awn, Lindsey was nowhere to be seen

He hurried to the wal kway, through the open door-and di scovered her in
the den, where she was standi ng beside the desk, naking a phone call.

"You find her?" she asked.
"No. What're you doi ng?"
"Calling the police."

Taki ng the receiver out of her hand, dropping it onto the phone, he
said, "By the time they get here, listen to our story, and start to do
somet hing, he'll be gone, he'll have Regina so far away they'll never
find her-until they stunble across her body soneday."

"But we need hel p-" Snatching the shotgun off the desk and pushing it
into her hands, he said, "We're going to follow the bastard. He's got
her in a car. A Honda, | think."

"You have a |icense nunber?"
"No. "
"Did you see if-"

"I didn't actually see anything," he said, jerking open the desk drawer,
pl ucki ng out the box of 12-gauge ammunition, handing that to her as
wel |, desperately aware of the seconds ticking away. "I'm connecting
with him it flickers in and out, but | think the link is good enough,
strong enough."

He pulled his ring of keys fromthe desk |lock, in which he had left them
dangl i ng when he had taken the magazine fromthe drawer. "W can stay
on his ass if we don't let himget too far ahead of us." Hurrying into
the foyer, he said, "But we have to nove."

"Hatch, wait!"

He stopped and swiveled to face her as she followed himout of the den
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She said, "You go, followthemif you think you can, and I1'l|l stay here
to talk to the cops, get themstarted-" Shaking his head, he said, "No.

I need you to drive. These... these visions are |ike being punched, |
sort of black out, I"'mdisoriented while it's happening. There's no way
I won't run the car right off the damm road.

Put the shotgun and the shells in the Mtsubishi." Cinbing the stairs
two at a tine, he shouted back to her: "And get flashlights."

" \My?ll
"l don't know, but we'll need them"

He was lying. He had been somewhat surprised to hear hinself ask for
flashlights, but he knew his subconscious was driving himat the nonent,
and he had a hunch why flashlights were going to be essenti al

In his nightmares over the past couple of nonths, he had often noved
t hrough cavernous roons and a nmade of concrete corridors that were
sonehow reveal ed in spite of having no windows or artificial I|ighting.

One tunnel in particular, sloping down into perfect blackness, into
somet hi ng unknown, himw th such dread that his heart swelled and
pounded as if it would burst. That was why they needed
flashl i ghts-because they were goi ng where he had previously been only in
dreans or in visions, into the heart of the nightmare.

He was all the way upstairs and entering Regina' s roombefore he that he
didn't know why he had gone there. Stopping just inside the threshold,
he | ooked down at the broken doorknob and the overturned desk chair,
then at the closet where clothes had fallen off the hangers and were
lying in a pile, then at the open wi ndow where the ni ght breeze had
begun to stir the drapenes.

Sonething... sonmething inportant. Right here, right now, in this room
sonet hi ng he needed.

But what ?

He switched the Browning to his |left hand, w ped the danp pal mof his
right hand against his jeans. By now the son of a bitch in the

sungl asses had started the car and was on his way out of the

nei ghbor hood with Regi na, probably on Crown Vall ey Parkway already.

Every second count ed.

Al t hough he was begi nning to wonder if he had flown upstairs in a panic
rat her than because there was anything he really needed, Hatch deci ded
to trust the conmpulsion a little further. He went to the corner desk
and | et his gaze travel over the books, pencils, and a notebook. The
bookcase next to the desk. One of Lindsey's paintings on the wall
beside it.

Cone on, cone on. Sonething he needed... needed as badly as the
flashlights, as badly as the shotgun and the box of shells.

Sonet hi ng.

He turned, saw the crucifix, and went straight for it. He scranbled
onto Regina's bed and wenched the cross fromthe wall behind it.

Of the bed and on the floor again, heading out of the roomand al ong
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the hall toward the stairs, he gripped the icon tightly, fisted his
right hand around it. He realized he was holding it as if it were not
an object of religious synbolismand veneration but a weapon, a hatchet
or cleaver.

By the time he got to the garage, the big sectional door was rolling up.
Li ndsey had started the car

When Hatch got in the passenger's side, Lindsey |ooked at the crucifix.
"What's that for?"

"We'll needit."”

Backi ng out of the garage, she said, "Need it for what?"

"l don't know. "

As the car rolled into the street, she |ooked at Hatch curiously. "A
crucifix.?", "I don't know, but maybe it'll be useful. Wen |linked with
himhe was he felt thankful to all the powers of Hell, that's howit
went through his mnd, thankful to all the powers of Hell for giving
Regina to him" He pointed left. "That way."

Fear had aged Lindsey a few years in the past ten mnutes. Now the
lines in her face grew deeper still as she threw the car in gear and
left.

"Hatch, what are we dealing with here, one of those Satanists, those
crazies, guys in these cults you read about in the paper, when they
catch one of them they find severed heads in the refrigerator, bones
buried under the front porch?"

"Yeah, maybe, sonething like that." At the intersection he said, "Left
here. Maybe sonething like that... but worse, | think."

"W can't handle this, Hatch."

"The hell we can't," he said sharply. "There's no tine for anybody el se
to handle it. If we don't, Regina's dead.”

They came to an intersection with Crown Vall ey Parkway, which was a w de
four- to six-lane boulevard with a garden strip and trees planted down
the center. The hour was not yet |ate, and the parkway was busy, though
not crowded.

"Whi ch way?" Lindsey asked.
Hatch put his Browning on the floor. He did not let go of the crucifix.

He held it in both hands. He |ooked left and right, left and right,
waiting for a feeling, a sign, sonething. The headlights of passing
cars washed over them but brought no revel ations.

"Hat ch?" Lindsey said worriedly.
Left and right, left and right. Nothing. Jesus.

Hat ch thought about Regina. Auburn hair. Gay eyes. Her right hand
curled and twisted like a claw, a gift from God. No, not from God.

Not this time. Can't blame themall on God. She might have been right:
a gift fromher parents, drug-users' |egacy.
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A car pulled up behind them waiting to get out onto the main street.

The way she wal ked, deternmined to the linp. The way she never cn her
def ornmed hand, neither ashaned nor proud of it, just accepting. Going
to be a witer. Intelligent pigs fromouter space.

The driver waiting behind them blew his horn.
"Hat ch?"

Regi na, so small under the weight of the world, yet always standing
straight, her head never bowed. Made a deal with God. In return for
sonet hing precious to her, a promse to eat beans. And Hatch knew what
the precious thing was, though she had never said it, knewit was a
famly, a chance to escape the orphanage.

The other driver blew his horn again.
Li ndsey was shaking. She started to cry.

A chance. Just a chance. Al the girl wanted. Not to be al one any
nor e.

A chance to sleep in a painted bed with flowers. a chance to |Iove, be
| oved, grow up. The snall curled hand. The snall sweet snile. Cood
ni ght.

Dad The driver behind themblew his horn insistently.
"Right," Hatch said abruptly. "Go right."

Wth a sob of relief, Lindsey turned right onto the parkway. She drove
faster than she usually did, changing lanes as traffic required,
crossing the southern flatlands toward the distant food and the

ni ght - shrouded nountains in the east.

At first Hatch was not sure that he had done nore than guess at what
direction to take. But soon conviction cane to him The boul evard | ed
east between endl ess tracts of houses that speckled the hills with
lights as if they were thousands of nenorial flames on the tiers of

i mmrense votivedl e racks, and with each mle he sensed nore strongly that
he and Lindsey were following in the wake of the beast.

Because he had agreed there would be no nore secrets between them
because he thought she should know and coul d handl e-a full understandi ng
of the extremty of Regina' s circunstances, Hatch said, "Wat he wants
to do is hold her beating heart in his bare hand for its last few beats,
feel the Iife go out of it."

"Ch, God."
"She's still alive. She has a chance. There's hope."

He believed what he said was true, had to believe it or go mad. But he
was troubl ed by the nenory of having said those sane things so often in
the weeks before cancer had finally finished with Ji my.

Death is no fearsonme nystery.
He is willing to thee andne.

He hath no secrets he can choose to trouble any good man's sl eep
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Turn not thy face from Death away.
Care not he takes our breath away.
Fear himnot, he is not thy master, rushing at thee faster, faster

Not thy master but servant to the Maker of thee, what or Wo created
Death, created thee is the only nystery.

THE BOOK O COUNTED SCRROAS Jonas Nyebern and Kari Dovell sat in
arnchairs before the big windows in the darkened living roomof his
house on Spyglass HIl, looking at the nmillions of lights that glimered
across Orange and Los Angel es counti es.

The night was relatively clear, and they could see as far as Long Hatch
Harbor to the north. Civilization sprawled |ike a |um nescent fungus,
devouring all.

A bottl e of Robert Mndavi chenin blanc was in an ice bucket on the
floor between their chairs. It was their second bottle. They had not
eaten dinner yet. He was talking too nuch.

They had been seeing each other socially once or twice a week for nore
than a nonth. They had not gone to bed together, and he didn't think
they ever would. She was still desirable, with that odd comnbi nati on of
grace and awkwar dness that sometinmes remi nded himof an exotic

| ong-1 egged crane, even if the side of her that was a serious and

dedi cat ed physician could never quite let the wonman in her have ful
rein. However, he doubted she even expected physical intimacy. In any
case, he didn't believe he was capable of it. He was a haunted nman; too
many ghosts waited to bedevil himif happiness cane within his reach.
What each of themgot fromthe relationship was a friendly ear,

pati ence, and genui ne synpathy w thout maudlin excess.

That evening he tal ked about Jereny, which was not a subject conducive
to romance even if there had been any prospect of it. Mstly he worried
over the signs of Jereny's congenital nadness that he'd failed to
realize-admt-were signs

Even as a child Jereny had been unusually quiet, invariably preferring
solitude to anyone's conpany. That was expl ai ned away as sinple
shyness. Fromthe earliest age he seened to have no interest in toys,
which was witten off to his indisputably high intelligence and a
too-serious nature. But now all those untouched nodel airplanes and
games and balls and el aborate Erector sets were disquieting indications
that his interior fantasy life had been richer than any entertainnent
that could be provided by Tonka, Mattel, or Lionel

"He was never able to receive a hug without stiffening a little," Jonas
remenbered. "When be returned a kiss for a kiss, he always planted his
lips on the air instead of your cheek."

"Lots of kids have difficulty being denonstrative," Kari insisted. She
lifted the wine bottle fromthe ice, |leaned out, and refilled the gl ass
he hel d.

"I't would seem|ike just another aspect of his shyness. Shyness and
self effacenent aren't faults, and you couldn't be expected to see them
that way."

"But it wasn't self-effacenent,"
inability to feel, to care.”

he said nmiserably. "It was an
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"You can't keep heating up like this, Jonas."
"VWhat if Marion and Stephanie weren't even the first?"
"They nust have been."
"But what if they weren't?"

"A teenage boy mght be a killer, but he's not going to have the
sophi stication to get away with nurder for any length of time."

"What if he's killed soneone since he slipped away fromthe rehab
hospi t al ?"

"He's probably been victinized hinself Jonas."
"No. He's not the victimtype."

"He's probably dead."

"He's out there sonmewhere. Because of ne."

Jonas stared at the vast panorama of lights. Civilization lay in al
its glinmering wonder, all its blazing glory, all its bright tenor.

As they approached the San Diego Freeway, Interstate 5, Hatch said,
"South. He's gone south."

Li ndsey flipped on the turn signal and caught the entrance ranp just in
tinme.

At first she had gl anced at Hatch whenever she could take her eyes off
the road, expecting himto tell her what he was seeing or receiving from
the man they were trailing. But after a while she focused on the

hi ghway whet her she needed to or not, because he was sharing not hing
with her.

She suspected his silence sinply neant he was seeing very little, that
the link between himand the killer was either weak or flickering on and
of f.

She didn't press himto include her, because she was afraid that if she
distracted him the bond might be broken altogether-and Regi na | ost.

Hatch continued to hold the crucifix. Even fromthe corner of her eye,
Li ndsey coul d see how the fingertips of his |eft hand ceasel essly traced
the contours of the cast-netal figure suffering upon the faux dogwood
Cross.

Hi s gaze seened to be turned inward, as if he were virtually unaware of
the night and the car in which he travel ed.

Li ndsey that her life had beconme as surrealistic as any of her
pai nti ngs.

Super nat ural experiences were juxtaposed with the faniliar nundane
worl d. Disparate elenents filled the conposition: crucifixes and guns,
psychi c visions and flashlights.

In her paintings, she used surrealismto elucidate a thene, provide
insight. Inreal life, each intrusion of the surreal only further
confused and nystified her

Hat ch shuddered and | eaned forward as far as the safety harness woul d
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allow, as if he had seen sonething fantastic and frightening cross the
hi ghway, though she knew he was not actually | ooking at the bl acktop
ahead. He slunped back into his seat. "He's taken the Otega Hi ghway
exit. East. The same exit's comng up for us in a couple of niles.

East on the Ortega H ghway."

Sonetinmes the headlights of oncomng cars forced himto squint in spite
of the protection provided by his heavily tinted gl asses.

As he drove, Vassago periodically glanced at the unconscious girl in the
seat beside him facing him Her chin rested on her breast.

Though her head was tipped down and auburn hair hung over one side of
her face, he could see her lips pulled back by the scarf that held in
the gag, the tilt of her pixie nose, all of one closed eyelid and nobst
of the other such long | ashes-and part of her snmooth brow His

i magi nati on played with all the possible ways he night disfigure her to
produce the nost effective offering.

She was perfect for his purposes. Wth her beauty conprom sed by her
| eg and deformed hand, she was already a synbol of God's fallibility.

A trophy, indeed, for his collection

He was di sappointed that he had failed to get the nmother, but he had not
gi ven up hope of acquiring her. He was toying with the idea of not
killing the child tonight. |If he kept her alive for only a few days, he
m ght have an opportunity to make another bid for Lindsey. |If he had
them together, able to work on themat the sane tine, he could present
their corpses as a nocking version of Mchelangelo' s Pta', or disnenber
them and stitch themtogether in a highly imginative obscene coll age.

He was waiting for guidance, another vision, before deciding what to do.

As he took the Ortega highway off-ranp and turned east, he recall ed how
Li ndsey, at the drawing board in her studio, had reninded himof his

nmot her at her knitting on the afternoon when he had killed her. Having
di sposed of his sister and nother with the sane knife in the same hour,
he had known in his heart that he had paved the way to Hell, had been so
convinced that he had taken the final step and inpal ed hinself.

A privately published book had described for himthat route to damati on
Titled The Hddm it was the work of a condemmed murderer named Thomas
Ni cene who had killed his own nother and a brother, and then conmitted
suicide. H s carefully planned descent into the Pit had been foil ed by
a paranedic teamwith too nmuch dedication and a little |uck

Ni cene was revived, healed, inprisoned, put on trial, convicted of
murder, and sentenced to death. Rule-laying society had made it clear
that the power of death, even the right to choose one's own, was not
ever to be given to an individual

Wi |l e awai ting execution, Thonas N cene had cormitted to paper the
visions of Hell that he had experienced during the tine that he had been
on the edge of this life, before the paranmedics denied himeternity. Hs
writings had been snuggl ed out of prison to fellow believers who could
print and distribute them Nicene's book was filled with powerful,

convi nci ng i mages of darkness and cold, not the heat of classic bells,
but visions of a kingdom of vast spaces, chilling enptiness. Peering

t hrough Death's door and the door of Hell beyond, Thonas had seen
titanic powers at work on nysterious structures.
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Denons of col ossal size and strength strode through night mnmists across
lightless continents on unknown mi ssions, each clothed in black with a
Bowi ng cape and upon its head a shining black helmet with a flared rim

He had seen dark seas crashing on black shores under starless and

moonl ess skies that gave the feeling of a subterranean world. Enornous
shi ps, wi ndow ess and nysterious, were driven through the tenebrous
waves by powerful engines that produced a noise |ike the angui shed
screanms of multitudes.

When he had read N cene's words, Jereny had known they were truer than
any ever inked upon a page, and he had deternmined to follow the great
man' s exanple. Marion and Stephanie becane his tickets to the exotic
and enornously attractive netherworld where he bel onged. He had punched
those tickets with a butcher knife and delivered hinself to that dark

ki ngdom encountering precisely what N cene prom sed. He had never

i magi ned that his own escape fromthe hateful world of the living would
be undone not by paranedics but by his own father

He woul d soon earn repatriation to hell. Qancing at the girl again
Vassago remenbered how she had felt when she shuddered and col | apsed
linmply in his fierce enbrace. A shiver of delicious anticipation

whi zzed through He had considered killing his father to learn if that
act would win himback his citizenship in Hades. But he was wart' of
his old man. Jonas Nyebern was a rul e-giver and seened to shine with an
i nner light that Vassago found forbidding. His earliest nmenories of his
father were wapped up in inmages of Christ and angels and the Holy

Mot her and miracles, scenes fromthe paintings that Jonas collected and
with which their hone had al ways been decorated. And only two years
ago, his father had rest himin themmnner of Jesus raiingcold
Consequently, he thought of Jonas not nerely as the eneny but as a
figure of power, an enbodi nent of those bright forces that were opposed
to the will of Hell. His father was no doubt protected, untouchable,
living in the | oathsonme grace of that other deity.

-H s hopes, then, were pinned on the woman and the girl. One
acqui sition made, the other pending.

He drove east past endless tracts of houses that had sprung up in the
six years since Fantasy Wrld had been abandoned, and he was gratefu
that the spawning nultitudes of lite-loving hypocrites had not pressed

to the very perineter of his special hideaway, which still lay niles
beyond the |l ast of the new communities. As the peopled hills passed by,
as the land grew steadily | ess hospitable though still inhabited,

Vassago drove nore slowy than he woul d have done any ot her night.

He was waiting for a vision that would tell himif he should kill the
child upon arrival at the park or wait until the nother was his, as
wel | .

Turning his head to | ook at her once nore, he discovered she was

wat ching him Her eyes shone with the reflected light fromthe
instrument Jonas returned to the living roomwi th the box of itens he
had saved panel. He could see that her fear was great.

"Poor baby," he said. "Don't be afraid. Okay? Don't be afraid.

We're just going to an anusenent park, that's all. You know, |ike
Di sneyl and, |ike Magic Muntain?"

If he was unable to acquire the nother, perhaps he should | ook for
anot her child about the same size as Regina, a particularly pretty one
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with four strong, healthy linbs. He could then renake this girl with
the arm hand, and leg of the other, as if to say that he, a nere
twenty-year-old expatriate of Hell, could do a better job than the
Creator. That would nake a fine addition to his collection, a singular
work of art.

He listened to the contained thunder of the engine. The humof the
tires on the pavement. The soft whistle of wind at the w ndows.

Waiting for an epi phany. Waiting for guidance. Wiiting to be told what
thin he should do. Wiiting, waiting, a vision to behold.

Even before they reached the Ortega H ghway off-ranp, Hatchreviewed a
flurry of images stranger than anything he had seen before. None |asted
| onger than a few seconds, as if he were watching a filmw th no
narrative structure. Dark seas crashing on black shores under starless
and noonl ess skies. Enornous ships, w ndow ess and nysterious, driven

t hrough the tenebrous waves by powerful engines that produced a noise

|i ke the angui shed screaning of rmultitudes. Col ossal denonic figures, a
hundred feet tall, striding through alien | andscapes, black capes

fl owi ng behind them heads encased in black helnets as shiny as gl ass.

Titanic, hal f-glinpsed machines at work on nonunmental structures of such
odd design that purpose and function could not even be guessed.

Sonetimes Hatch saw that hideous | andscape in eerily vivid detail, but
sonetimes he saw only descriptions of it in words on the printed pages
of a book. If it existed, it nust be on some far world, for it was not

of this earth.

But he was never sure if he was receiving pictures of a real place or
one that was nerely imagined. At times it seened as vividly depicted as
any street in Laguna but at other tinmes seened tissue-paper Jereny's
room and put it down beside his arnchair. He withdrew fromthe box a
smal |, shoddily printed volunme titled The Htdaen and gave it to Kari,
who exanmined it as if he had handed her an object encrusted with filth.

"You're right to winkle your nose at it," he said, picking up his glass
of wine and noving to the large window. "It's nonsense. Sick and

twi sted but nonsense. The author was a convicted killer who clained to
have seen Hell. His descriptionisn't like anything in Dante, let ne
tell you. OCh, it possesses a certain romance, undeni able power. In
fact, if you were a psychotic young man with del usi ons of grandeur and a
bent for violence, with the unusually high testosterone |evels that

usual Iy acconpany a nental condition like that, then the Hell he

descri bes would be your ultimte wet dream of power. You would swoon
over it. You mght not be able to get it out of your mnd. You mght
for it, do anything to be a pert of it, achi eve dammation."

Kari put the book down and w ped her fingertips on the sleeve of her
bl ouse. "This author, Thomas N cene-you said he killed his nother."

"Yes. Mother and brother. Set the exanple." Jonas knew he had al ready
drunk too nuch. He took another long sip of his wi ne anyway.

Turning fromthe night view, he said, "And you know what makes it all so
absurd, pathetically absurd? If you read that damm book, which | did
afterward, trying to understand, and if you're not psychotic and

di sposed to believe it, you'll see right away that Nicene isn't
reporting what he sawin Hell. He's taking his inspiration froma
source as stupidly obvious as it is stupidly ridiculous. Kari, his Hel
is nothing nore than the Evil Enpire in the Star Wars novi es, somewhat
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changed, expanded upon, filmed through the Iens of religious nyth, but
still Star Wars." A bitter |augh escaped him He it with nore wine.
"H s denmpons are nothing nore than hundred-foot-tall versions of Darth
Vader, for CGod's sake

Read his description of Satan and then go | ook at whichever film Jabba
the Hut was a part of. dd Jabba the Hut is a ringer for Satan, if you
believe this lunatic." One nore glass of chenin blanc, one nore gl ass.

"Marion and Stephanie died-" A sip. Too long a sip. Half the glass
gone.

"-died so Jereny could get into Hell and have great, dark, anti-heroic
adventures in a fucking Darth Vader costume."

He had of fended or unsettled her, probably both. That had not been his
intention, and he regretted it. He wasn't sure what his intention had
been.

Maybe just to unburden hinself He had never done so before, and he
didn't know why he'd chosen to do so tonight-except that Morton Redl ow s
di sappearance had scared himnore than anything since the day he had
found the bodies of his wi fe and daughter

I nstead of pouring nore wine for herself, Kari rose fromher arnthair.
"I think we should get something to eat.

"Not hungry," he said, and heard the slur of the inebriate in his voice.
"Well, maybe we shoul d have sonething."

"W could go out sonewhere," she said, taking the wine glass fromhis
hand and putting it on the nearest end table. Her face was quite |ovely
in the ambient [ight that cane through the view w ndows, the gol den

radi ance fromthe web of cities below "O call for pizza."
"How about steaks? 1've got sone fillets in the freezer."
"That' ||l take too long."

"Sure won't. Just thaw emout in the nmicrowave, throw emon the grill.
There's a big Gaggenau grill in the kitchen."
"Well, if that's what you'd like."

He met her eyes. Her gaze was as clear, penetrating, and forthright as
ever, but Jonas saw a greater tenderness in her eyes than before. He
supposed it was the sane concern she had for her young patients; part of
what made her a first-rate pediatric physician. Mybe that tenderness
had al ways been there for him too, and he had just not seen it unti
now. O perhaps this was the first tine she how desperately he needed
nur Nr ng.

"Thank you, Kari."
"For what ?"

"For being you," he said. He put his armaround her shoul ders as he
wal ked her to the kitchen.

M xed with the visions of gargantuan machi nes and dark seas and col ossa
denmoni ¢ figures, Hatch received an array of images of other types.
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Choiring angels. The Holy Mdther in prayer. Christ with the Apostles
at the Last Supper, Christ in Gethsemane, Christ in agony upon the
cross, Christ ascendi ng.

He recogni zed them as pai nti ngs Jonas Nyebern m ght have coll ected at
one tine or another. They were different periods and styles fromthose
he had seen in the physician's office, but in the sane spirit. A
connection was made, a braiding of wires in his subconscious, but he
didn't understand what it meant yet.

And nore visions: the Otega H ghway. dinpses of the nightscapes
unrolling on both sides of an eastward-bound car. |Instrunents on a
dashboard. Oncoming headlights that sonetines made him squint. And
suddenly Regina. Regina in the backsplash of yellow |light fromthat
sanme instrunent panel. Eyes closed. Head tipped forward. Sonething
wadded in her nmouth and held in place by a scarf.

She opens her eyes.

Looking into Regina's terrified eyes, Hatch broke fromthe visions |like
an underwat er swi nmer breaking for air. "She's alive!"

He | ooked at Lindsey, who shifted her gaze fromthe highway to him
"But you never said she wasn't."

Until then he did not howlittle faith he'd had in the girls continued
exi st ence.

Bef ore he could take heart fromthe sight of her gray eyes gleaning in
the yell ow dashboard light of the killer's car, Hatch was hit by new
clairvoyant visions that pumreled himas hard as a series of blows from
real fists: Contorted figures | ooned out of murky shadows. Human forns
in bizarre positions. He saw a woman as wi thered and dry as tunbl eweed,
another in a repugnant state of putrefaction, a nmad face of

i ndeterm nate sex, a bloated green-black hand raised in horrid
supplication. The collection. H s collection. He saw Regina's face
agai n, eyes open, revealed in the dashboard lights. So many ways to
disfigure, to nutilate, to nock God's work. Regina. Poor baby. Don't
be afraid, Okay? Don't be afraid. W're only going to an amusenent
park You know, |ike Disneyland, |ike Magic Mountain? How nicely wll
she fit in ny collection. Corpses as performance art, held in place by
wires, rebar, blocks of wood. He saw frozen screans, silent forever

Skeletal jaws held open in eternal cries for nmercy. The precious
collection. Regina, sweet baby, pretty baby, such an exquisite
acqui sition.

Hatch cane out of his trance, clawing wildly at his safety harness, for
it felt like binding wires, ropes, and cords He tore at the straps as a
pani cked victimof premature burial might rip at his enw appi ng shrouds.

He realized that he was shouting, too, and sucking breath as if in fear
of suffocation, letting it out at once in great explosive exhal ations.

He heard Lindsey saying his nanme, understood that he was terrifying her,
but could not say anything or stop crying out for |ong seconds, until he
had found the rel ease on the safety harness and cast it off.

Wth that, he was fully back in the Mtsubishi, contact with the madnman
broken for the nonent, the horror of the collection dimnished though
not forgotten, not in the | east forgotten. He turned to Lindsey,
remenbering her fortitude in the icy waters of that mountain river the
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ni ght that she had saved him She would need all of that strength and
nmore tonight.

fantasy Wrld," he said urgently, "where they had the fire years ago,
abandoned now, that's where he's going. Jesus Christ, Lindsey, drive

i ke you've never driven in your life, put the pedal to the floor, the
son of a bitch, the crazy rotten son of a bitch is taking her down anong
t he dead!"

And they were flying. Though she could have no idea what he neant, they
were suddenly flying eastward faster than was safe on that hi ghway,
through the last clusters of closely spaced lights, out of civilization
into ever darker real ns.

Wi | e she searched the refrigerator in the kitchen for the makings of a
sal ad, Jonas went to the garage to |iberate a couple of steaks fromthe
chest-style freezer. The garage vents brought in the coolish night air,
whi ch The found refreshing. He stood for a nmonent just inside the door
fromthe house, taking slow deep breaths to clear his head a little.

He had no appetite for anything except perhaps nore wi ne, but he did not
want Kari to see himdrunk. Besides, though he had no surgery schedul ed
for the foll owi ng day, he never knew what energency mght require the
skills of the resuscitation team and he felt a responsibility to those
potential patients.

In his darkest hours, be sonetines considered |leaving the field of
resuscitation nmedicine to concentrate on cardi ovascul ar surgery. Wen
he saw a reanimated patient return to a useful life of work and famly
and service, The knew a reward sweeter than nost other men could ever
know. But in the nonent of crysus, when the candidate for resuscitation
lay on the table, Jonas rarely knew anything about him which neant he
m ght sonetines bring evil back into the world once the world had shed
it. That was nore than a noral dilemma to him it was a crushing wei ght
upon his conscience. Thus far, being a religious man-though with his
share of doubts-he had trusted in God to guide him

He had decided that God had given himhis brain and his skills to use,
and it was not his place to out-guess God and withhold his services from
any patient.

Jeremy, of course, was an unsettling new factor in the equation. If he
had brought Jereny hack, and if Jereny had killed innocent people... It
did not bear thinking about.

The cool air no longer seened refreshing. It seeped into the holl ows of
hi s spi ne.

Okay, dinner. Two steaks. Filet nmignon. Lightly grilled, with a
little Wrcestershire sauce. Salads with no dressing but a squirt of
| enon and a sprinkle of black pepper. Maybe he did have an appetite.

He didn't eat nmuch red neat; it was a rare treat. He was a heart
surgeon, after all, and saw firsthand the gruesone effects of a high-fat
diet.

He went to the freezer in the corner. He pushed the | atch-rel ease and
put up the lid.

Wthin lay Morton Redlow, |ate of the Redl ow Detective Agency, pale and
gray as if carved frommarble but not yet obscured by a | ayer of frost.

A smear of blood had frozen into a brittle crust on his face, and there
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was a terrible vacancy where his nose had been. H's eyes were open
For ever.

Jonas did not recoil. As a surgeon, he was equally famliar with the
horrors and wonders of biology, and he was not easily repul sed.

Somet hing in himw thered when he saw Redl ow. Sonething in himdied

H s heart turned as cold as that of the detective before him In sone
fundanmental way, he knew that he was finished as a man. He didn't trust
God any nore. Not any nore. What God? But he was not nauseated or
forced to turn away in disgust.

He saw the folded note clutched in Redlow s stiff right hand. The dead
man let go of it easily, for his fingers had contracted during the
freezing process, shrinking away fromthe paper around which the killer
had pressed them

Nunbly, he unfolded the letter and i mredi ately recogni zed his son's neat
penmanshi p. The post-coma aphasia had been faked. His retardation was
an i nmensely cl ever ruse.

The note said, Dear D For a proper burial, they'll need to know where
to find his nose. Look on his back end He stuck it in ny business, so
stuck it in his. |If he'd had any manners, | would have treated him
better.

I"msorry, sir, that this behavior distresses you so.

Li ndsey drove with utnost urgency, pushing the Mtsubishi to its limts,
finding every planning flaw in a highway not always desi gned for speed.

There was little traffic as they noved deeper into the east, which
stacked the odds in their favor when once she crossed the center line in
the mddle of a too-tight turn.

Havi ng snapped on his safety harness again, Hatch used the car phone to
get Jonas Nyebern's office nunmber frominformation, then to call the
nunber itself, which was answered at once by a physician's-service
operator. She took his nessage, which baffled her. Al though the
operator seened sincere in her promsed to pass it on to the doctor,
Hatch was not confident that his definition of "imredi ately" and hers
were materially the same.

He saw all the connections so clearly now, but he knew he coul d not have
seen them sooner. Jonas's question in the office on Minday took on a
new significance: Did Hatch, he asked, believe that evil was only the
result of the acts of men, or did he think that evil was a real force, a
presence that wal ked the world? The story Jonas had told of losing wife
and daughter to a homcidal, psychopathic son, and the son hinself to
sui ci de, connected now to the vision of the wonman knitting.

The father's collections. And the son's. The Satanic aspects to the
vi sions were what one m ght expect froma bad son in nindless rebellion
against a father to whomreligion was a center post of life. And
finally-he and Jereny Nyebern shared one obvious |ink, mracul ous
resurrection at the hands of the sanme man

"But how does that explain anything?" Lindsey denanded, when he told her
only alittle nore than he had told the physician's-service operator

"l don't know. "
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He coul dn't think about anything except what he had seen in the |ast

vi sions, less than half of which he understood. The part he had

compr ehended, the nature of Jereny's collection, filled himwth fear
for Wthout having seen the collection as Hatch had seen it, Lindsey was
fixated, instead, on the mystery of the Iink, which was sonewhat
expl ai ned-yet not explained at all-by learning the identity of the
killer in sunglasses. "What about the visions? How do they fit the
damed conposition?" she insisted, trying to nake sense of the
supernatural in perhaps not too different a way fromthat in which she
made sense of the world by reducing it to ordered i nages on Masonite.

"l don't know, " he said.
"The link that's letting you follow him"
"l don't know. "

She took a turn too wide. The car went off the pavenent, onto the
gravel shoulder. The back end slid, gravel spraying out from beneath
the tires and rattling against the undercarriage. The guardrail flashed
close, too close, and the car was shaken by the hard bang-bang-bang of
sheet netal taking a beating. She seened to bring it back under contro
by a sheer effort of will, biting her lower |ip so hard it appeared as

i f she would draw bl ood.

Al t hough Hatch was aware of Lindsey and the car and the reckl ess speed
they were keeping along that sonetinmes dangerously curved hi ghway, he
could not turn his mnd fromthe outrage he had seen in the vision

The | onger he thought about Regi na being added to that grisly
collection, the nore his fear was augnented by anger. It was the hot,
uncont ai nabl e anger he had seen so often in his father, but directed now
agai nst somet hi ng deserving of hatred, against a target worthy of such
seet hi ng rage.

As he watched the entrance road to the abandoned park, Vassago gl anced
away fromthe now |l onely highway, to the girl who was bound and gagged
in the other seat. Even in that peculiar light he could see that she
had been straining at her bonds. Her wists were chafed and begi nni ng
to bleed. Little Regina had hopes of breaking free, striking out or
escapi ng, though her situation was so clearly hopeless. Such vitality.

She thrilled him

The child was so special that he mght not need the nother at all, if he
could think of a way to place her in his collection that would result in
a piece of art with all the power of the various nother-daughter

tabl eaux that he had al ready concei ved.

He had been unconcerned with speed. Now, after he turned off the

hi ghway onto the park's | ong approach road, he accel erated, eager to
return to the nmuseum of the dead with the hope that the atnosphere there
woul d inspire him

Years ago, the four-lane entrance had been bordered by lush flowers,
shrubbery, and groupi ngs of pains. The trees and |arger shrubs had been
dug up, potted, and haul ed away ages ago by agents of the creditors. The
flowers had died and turned to dust when the | andscape watering system
had been shut off.

Sout hern California was a desert, transformed by the hand of man, and
when the hand of man noved on, the desert reclaimed its rightfu
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territory.

So much for the genius of humanity, God's inperfect creatures. The
pavenent had cracked and hoved fromyears of inattention, and in places
it had begun to vanish under drifts of sandy soil. H's headlights
reveal ed tunbl eweed and scraps of other desert brush, already brown
hardly six weeks after the end of the rainy season, chased westward by a
ni ght wind that came out of the parched hills.

When he reached the toll booths he sl owed down. They stretched across
all four lanes. They had been left standing as a barrier to easy

expl oration of the shuttered park, |inked and closed off by chains so
heavy that sinple bolt cutters could not sever them Now the bays, once
overseen by attendants, were filled with tangled brush that the wi nd had
put there and trash deposited by vandals. He pulled around the booths,
bouncing over a low curb and traveling on the sun-hardened soil of the
pl anti ng beds where |ush tropical |andscapi ng woul d once have bl ocked
the way, then back to the pavenent when he had broken the barrier

At the end of the entrance road, he switched off his headlights. He
didn't need them and he was at |ast beyond the notice of any hi ghway
patrol men who might pull himover for driving without lights. H s eyes
i medi ately felt nore confortable, and now if his pursuers drew too

cl ose, they would not be able to follow himby sight alone.

He angl ed across the i mMense and eerily enpty parking lot. He was
headi ng toward a service road at the southwest corner of the inner fence
that circled the grounds of the park property. As the Honda jolted over
the pot-hol ed bl ackt op, Vassago ransacked his imagination, which was a
busy abattoir of psychotic industry, seeking solutions for the artistic
probl ems presented by the child. He conceived and rejected concept
after concept. The image nmust stir him Excite him

If it was really art, he would know it; he would be noved.

As Vassago | ovingly envisioned tortures for Regina, he becane aware of
the other strange presence in the night and its singular rage.

Suddenly he was plunged into another psychic vision, a flurry of
el ements, with one crucial new addition: he got a glinpse of Lindsey
behind the wheel of a car. . . a car phone in a man's trenbling hand

and then the object that instantly resolved his artistic dilemm..

a crucifix. The nailed and tortured body of Christ in its fanous
posture of noble self-sacrifice.

He blinked away that image, glanced at the petrified girl in the car
with him blinked her away as well, and in his inmagination saw the two
combi ned-girl and crucifiction. He would use Regina to nock the
Cruci i xi on.

Yes, lovely, perfect. But not raised upon a cross of dogwood.

I nstead, she nust be executed upon the segnented belly of the Serpent,
under the bosomof the thirty-foot Lucifer in the deepest regions of the
funhouse, crucified and her sacred heart reveal ed, as backdrop to the
rest of his collection. Such a cruel and stunning use of her negated
the Deed to include her nother, for in such a pose she woul d al one be
hi s crowni ng achi evenent.

Hatch was frantically trying to contact the Orange County Sheriff's
Department on the cellul ar car phone, which was having transni ssion
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probl ems, when he felt the intrusion of another inmage. He "saw' images
of Regina disfigured in a nultitude of ways, and he began to shake with
rage.

Then he was struck by a vision of a vision, it was so powerful, vivid,
and nonstrous that it al nost rendered hi munconscious as effectively as
a skull -cracking blow froma hard-swing hamrer.

He urged Lindsey to drive faster, w thout explaining what he had seen
He coul dn't speak of it.

The terror was anplified by Hatch's perfect understandi ng of the
statenment Jereny intended to make by the perpetration of the outrage.

Was God in error to have nade H's Only Begotten Child a man? Shoul d
Christ have been a woman? Were not wonen those who had suffered the
nost and therefore served as the greatest synbol of self-sacrifice,
grace, and innocence? God had granted wonmen a special sensitivity, a
talent for understanding and tenderness, for caring and nurturing-then
had dunped theminto a world of savage violence in which their singular
qualities made them easy targets for the cruel and depraved.

Horror enough existed in that truth, but a greater horror, for Hatch,
lay in the discovery that anyone as insane as Jereny Nyebern coul d have
such a conplex insight. |[If a honicidal sociopath could perceive such a
truth and grasp its theological inplications, then creation itself nust
be an asylum For surely, if the universe were a rational place, no
madrman woul d be abl e to understand any portion of it.

Li ndsey reached the approach road to Fantasy Wrld and took the turn so
fast and sharp that the Mtsubishi slid sideways and felt, for a nonent,
as if it would roll. But it remained upright. She pulled hard on the
wheel , brought it around, tranped on the accel erator.

Not Regina. No way was Jereny going to be permitted to realize his
decadent vision with that |lanb of innocence. Hatch was prepared to die
to prevent it.

Fear and fury flooded himin equal torrents. The plastic casing of the
cel l ul ar-phone handset creaked in his right fist as though the pressure
of his grip would crack it as easily as if it had been an eggshell.

Tol | boot hs appeared ahead. Lindsey braked indecisively, then seened to
notice the tire tracks through the drifting, sandy earth at the sane
time Hatch saw them She whipped the car to the right, and it bounced
over the concrete border of what had once been a flower bed.

He had to rein in his rage, not succunb to it as his father had al ways
done, for if he didn't remain in control of hinself, Regina was as good
as dead. He tried to place the enmergency 911 call again. Tried to hold
fast to his reason. He nust not descend to the level of the walking
filth through whose eye she had seen the bound wists and frightened
eyes of his child.

The surge of rage pouring back across the telepathic wire excited
Vassago, punped up his own hatred, and convinced himthat he must not
wait until both the woman and the child were within his grasp. Even the
prospect of the single crucifixion brought himsuch a richness of

| oat hi ng and revul sion that he knew his artistic concept was of
sufficient power. Once realized through the death of the gray-eyed
girl, his art would reopen the doors of Hell to him
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He had to stop the Honda at the entrance to the service road, which
appeared to be bl ocked by a padl ocked gate. He had broken the nassive
padl ock 1 ong ago. It only hung through the hasp with the appearance of
ef fectiveness. He got out of the car, opened the gate, drove through,
got out again and closed it.

Behi nd the wheel once nore, he decided not to | eave the Honda in the
under ground garage or go to the rmuseum of the dead through the
cataconbs. No tine. God's slow but persistent paladins were closing in
on him He had so nuch to do, so much, in so few precious m nutes.

It wasn't fair. He needed time. Every artist needed tine. To save a
few m nutes, he was going to have to drive along the w de pedestrian
wal kways, between the rotting and enpty pavilions, and park in front of
the funhouse, take the girl across the dry lagoon and in by way of the
gondol a doors, through the tunnel with the chain-drive track still in
the concrete floor and down into Hell by that nore direct route.

Wil e Hatch was on the phone with the sheriff's departnent, Lindsey
drove into the parking lot. The tall lanp poles shed no light. Vistas
of enpty blacktop faded away in every direction. Straight ahead a few
hundred yards stood the once glittery but now dark and decayi ng castle
t hrough whi ch the paying customers had entered Fantasy Wrld. She saw
no sign of Jereny Nyebern's car, and not enough dust on the acres of
unpr ot ect ed, w ndswept pavenent to track himby his tire prints.

She drove as close to the castle as she could get, halted by a long row
of ticket booths and crowd-control stanchions of poured concrete.

They | ooked |i ke nassive barricades on a heavily defended beach to
prevent eneny tanks from being put ashore.

When Hatch sl anmed down the handset, Lindsey was not sure what to nake
of his end of the conversation, which had alternated between pl eadi ng
and angry insistence. She didn't know whether the cops were coming or
not, but her sense of urgency was so great, she didn't want to take tine
to ask himabout it She just wanted to nove, nobve. She threw the car
into park the noment it braked to a full stop, didn't even bother to
switch off the engine or the headlights. She |Iiked the headlights, a
little sonething against the cloying night. She flung open her door,
ready to go in on foot.

But he shook his head, no, and picked up his Browning fromthe floor at
his feet.

"What ?" she denmmnded

"He went in by car sonehow, sonewhere. | think I'Il find the creep
qui cker if we stay on his trail, go in the way he went in, let nyself
open to this bond between us. Besides, the place is so damed huge,
we'll get around it faster in a car."

She got behind the wheel again, popped the Mtsubishi into gear, and
said, "Were?"

He hesitated only a second, perhaps a fraction of a second, but it
seened that any nunber of snmall helpless girls could have been

sl aughtered in that interlude before he said, "Left, go left, along the
fence. "

2

Vassago parked the car by the | agoon, cut the engine, got out, and went
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around to the girls side. Opening her door, he said, "Here we are,
angel .

An amusenent park, just like | promsed you. Isn't it fun? Aren't you
amused?"

He swung her around on her seat to bring her legs out of the car. He
took his switchblade fromhis jacket pocket, snapped the well-honed
knife out of the handle, and showed it to her

Even with the thinnest noon, and although her eyes were not as sensitive
as his, she saw the blade. He saw her see it, and he was thrilled by
the qui ckening of terror in her face and eyes.

"I"'mgoing to free your |legs so you can wal k," he told her, turning the
bl ade slowy, slowy, so a quicksilver glimrer trickled liquidly along

the cuttingedge. "If you're stupid enough to kick me, if you think you
can catch my head maybe and knock me silly long enough to get away, then
you're silly, angel. It won't work, and then I'Il have to cut you to

teach you a lesson. Do you hear me, precious? Do you understand?"

She emtted a nmuffled sound t hrough the wadded scarf in her nouth, and
the tone of it was an acknow edgenent of his power.

"Good," he said. "Good girl. So wise. You'll nake a fine Jesus, won't
you? Avreally fine little Jesus."

He cut the cords binding her ankles, then hel ped her out of the car.

She was unsteady, probably because her nuscles had cranped during the
trip, but he did not intend to |l et her dawdl e. seizing her by one arm

| eaving her wists bound in front of her and the gag in place, he pulled
her around the front of the car to the retaining wall of the funhouse

| agoon.

The retaining wall was two feet high on the outside, twice that on the

i nsi de where the water once had been. He hel ped Regina over it, onto
the dry concrete floor of the broad | agoon. She hated to | et himtouch
her, even though he still wore gl oves, because she could feel his

col dness through the gl oves, or thought she could, his coldness and danp
skin, which nade her want to scream She knew al ready that she couldn't

scream not with the gag in her nouth. |If she tried to scream she only
choked on it and had trouble breathing, so she had to I et himhelp her
over the wall. Even when he didn't touch her bare hand with his gl oved

one, even when he gripped her armand there was al so her sweater between
them the contact made her belly quiver so badly that she thought she
was going to vomt, but she fought that urge because, with the gag in
her nouth, she woul d choke to death on her own regurgitation

Through ten years of adversity, Regina had devel oped lots of tricks to
get her through bad tines. There was the think of sonething-worse
trick, where she endured by inagining what nmore terrible circunstances
m ght befall her than those in which she actually found hersel f Like
thi nki ng of eating dead nmice dipped in chocol ate when she felt sorry for
hersel f about having to eat lime Jelly with peaches. Like thinking
about being blind on top of her other disabilities. After the awful
shock of being rejected during her first trial adoption with the
Dotterfields, she had often spent hours with her eyes closed to show
hersel f what she m ght have suffered if her eyes had been as faulty as
her right arm But the think of something-worse trick wasn't working
now because she couldn't think of anything worse than being where she
was, with this stranger dressed all in black and wearing sung at night,
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calling her "baby" and "precious." None of her other tricks were

wor ki ng, either.

As he pulled her inpatiently across the | agoon, she dragged her right
leg as if she could not nove fast. She needed to slow himdown to gain
time to think, to find sone new trick.

But she was just a kid, and tricks didn't cone that easy, not even to a
smart kid like her, not even to a kid who had spent ten years devising
so many clever tricks to nake everyone think that she could take care of
hersel f, that she was tough, that she would never cry. But her trick
bag was finally enpty, and she was nore afraid than she had ever been

He dragged her past big boats like the gondolas in Venice of which she
had seen pictures, but these had dragon prows from Viking ships. Wth
the stranger pulling inpatiently on her arm she linped past a fearfu

snharling serpent's head bigger than she was.

Dead | eaves and nol deri ng papers had bl own down into the enpty pool

In the nocturnal breeze, which occasionally gusted heartily, that trash
eddi ed around themwi th the hiss-splash of a ghost sea.

"Conme on, precious one," he said in his honey-snooth but unkind voice,
"I want you to walk to your Golgotha just as He did. Don't you think
that's fitting? 1Is that so nuch to ask? Hmm®? |1'mnot also insisting
that you carry your own cross, am|? Wat do you say, precious, wll
you nove your ass?"

She was scared, with no fine tricks left to hide the fact, no tricks
left to hold back her tears, either. She began to shake and cry, and
her right leg grew weak for real, so she could hardly remai n standing
| et al one nove as fast as he denmanded.

In the past, she would have turned to God at a nonent like this, would
have tal ked to Hm talked and tal ked, because no one had tal ked to God
nmore often or nore bluntly than she had done fromthe tinme she was just
little. But she had been talking to God in the car, and she had not
heard Hmlistening. Over the years, all their conversations had been
one-si ded, yes, but she had always heard Hmlistening, at |east, a hint
of his great slow steady breathing. But now she knew He coul dn't be
|istening because if He was there, hearing how desperate she was, He
woul d not have failed to answer her this tinme. He was gone, and she
didn't know where, and she was al one as she had never been

When she was so overcome by tears and weakness that she could not wal k
at all, the stranger scooped her up. He was very strong. She was
unable to resist, but she didn't hold on to himeither. She just curled
her arns against her chest, nade small fists of her hands, and pulled
away W thin herself.

"Let me carry ny little Jesus he said, "ny sweet little lanb,It will be
my privilege to carry you." There was no warnth in his voice in spite of
the way he was talking. Only hatred and scorn. She knew that tone, had
heard it before. No matter how hard you tried to fit in and be
everybody's friend, sone kids hated you if you were too different, and
in their voices you heard this sane thing, and shrank fromit.

He carried her through the open, broken, rotting doors into a darkness
that nade her feel so snall

Li ndsey didn't even bother getting out of the car to see if the gate
coul d be opened. Wien Hatch pointed the way, she jamed the accel erator
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to the floor. The car bucked, shot forward. They crashed onto the
grounds of the park, denpolishing the gate and sustai ning nore danage to
their already battered car, including one shattered headlight.

At Hatch's direction, she followed a service |oop around half the park

On the left was a high fence covered with the gnarled and bristling
remmants of a vine that once m ght have conceal ed the chainlink entirely
but had died when the irrigation system had been shut off. On the right
were the backs of rides that had been too permanently constructed to be
dismantl ed easily. There were also buildings fronted by fantastic
facades held up by angl ed supports that could be seen from behi nd.

Leaving the service road, they drove between two structures and onto
what had once been a wi ndi ng pronenade al ong which crowds had noved

t hroughout the park. The largest Ferris wheel she had ever seen,
savaged by wind and sun and years of neglect, rose in the night like the
bones of a |eviathan picked clean by unknown carrion-eaters.

a car was parked besi de what appeared to be a drained pool in front of
an emmense structure.

"The funhouse," Hatch said, for he had seen it before through other
eyes.

It had a roof with nmultiple peaks like a three-ring circus tent, and
disintegrating stucco walls. She could view only one narrow aspect of
the structure at a tine, as the headlights swept across it, but she did
not |like any part of what she saw. She was not by nature a
superstitious person although she was fast becoming one in response to
recent experience-but she sensed an aura of death around the funhouse as
surely as she could have felt cold air rising off a block of ice.

She parked behind the other car. A Honda. |Its occupants had departed
in such a hurry that both front doors were open, and the interior lights
wer e on.

Snat chi ng up her Browning and a flashlight, she got out of the
M tsubi shi and ran to the Honda, |ooked inside. No sign of Regina.

She had di scovered there was a point at which fear could grow no
greater. Every nerve was raw. The brain could not process nore input,
so it nerely sustained the peak of terror once achieved. Each new
shock, each new terrible thought did not add to the burden of fear
because the brain just dunped old data to nake way for the new. She
could hardly remenber anything of what had happened at the house, or the
surreal drive to the park; nost of it was gone for now, only a few
scraps of nmenory remaining, |eaving her focused on the i medi ate nonent.

On the ground at her feet, visible in the spill of light fromthe open
car door and then in her flashlight beam was a four-foot |ength of
sturdy cord. She picked it up and saw that it had once been tied in a
| oop and later cut at the knot.

Hatch took the cord out of her hand. "It was around Regi na's ankl es.
He wanted her to wal k."
"Where are they now?"

He pointed with his flashlight across the drained | agoon, past the three
| arge gray canted gondolas with prodigi ous nast heads, to a pair of
wooden doors in the base of the funhouse. One sagged on broken hinges,
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and the other was open wide. The flashlight was a four-battery nodel,
just strong enough to cast sone dimlight on those far doors but not to
penetrate the terrible darkness beyond.

Li ndsey took off around the car and scramnbl ed over the | agoon wall.

Though Hatch called out, "Lindsey, wait," she could not delay another
nmonent - and how coul d he?-with the thought of Regina in the hands of
Nyebern's resurrected, psychotic son

As Lindsey crossed the |agoon, fear for Regina still far outwei ghed any
concern she might have for her own safety. However, realizing that she
hersel f, nmust survive if the girl were to have any chance at all, she

swept' the flashlight beamside to side, side to side, wary of an attack
from behi nd one of the huge gondol as.

A d | eaves and paper trash danced in the wind, for the nost part
wal t zi ng across the floor of the dry | agoon, but sometinmes spinning up
in colums and churning to a faster beat. Nothing el se nove Hatch
caught up with her by the time she reached the funhouse entrance. He
had del ayed only to use the cord she had found to bind his flashlight to
the back of the crucifix. Now he carry both in one hand, pointing the
head of Christ at anything upon which he directed the |ight.

That left his right hand free for the Browning 9nm He had left the
Mossberg behind. |If he had tied the flashlight to the 12-gauge, he
coul d have brought both the handgun and the shotgun. Evidently he felt
that the crucifix was a better weapon than the Mssbherg.

She didn't know why he had taken the icon fromthe wall of Regina's
room She didn't think he knew, either. They were wading hip deep in
the big muddy river of the unknown, and in addition to the cross, she
woul d have wel comed a neckl ace of garlic, a vial of holy water, a few
silver bullets, and anything else that night have hel ped.

As an artist, she had always known that the world of the five senses,
solid and secure, was not the whole of existence, and she had

i ncorporated that understanding into her work. Now she was mnerely
incorporating it into the rest of her life, surprised that she had not
done so a long tine ago.

Wth both flashlights carving through the darkness in front of them
they entered the funhouse.

Al of Regina's tricks for coping were not exhausted, after all. She in
vent ed one nore.

She found a room deep inside her m nd, where she could go and cl ose the
door and be safe, a place only she knew about, in which she could never
be found. It was a pretty roomw th peach-colored walls, soft |ighting,
and a bed covered with painted flowers. Once she had entered, the door
could only be opened again fromher side. There were no w ndows.

Once she was in that nost secret of all retreats, it didn't matter what
was done to the other her, the physical Regina in the hateful world
out si de.

The real Regina was sale in her hideaway, beyond fear and pain, beyond
tears and doubt and sadness. She could hear nothing beyond the room
nmost especially not the wickedly soft voice of the man in black. She
coul d see nothing beyond the room only the peach walls and her painted
bed and soft light, never darkness. Nothing beyond the roomcould
really touch her, certainly not his pale quick hands whi ch had recently
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shed their gl oves.

Most inportant, the only snell in her sanctuary was the scent of roses
|ike those painted on the bed, a clean sweet fragrance. Never the
stentch of dead things. Never the awful choking odor of deconposition
that could bring a sour saliva gushing into the back of your throat and
nearly strangl e you when your nmouth was full of crushed scarf. Nothing
like that, no, never, not in her secret room her blessed room her deep
and safe and solitary haven.

Sonet hi ng had happened to the girl. The singular vitality that had made
her so appeal i ng was gone.

When he put her on the floor of Hell, with her back against the base of
the towering Lucifer, he thought she'd passed out. But that wasn't it.

For one thing, when he crouched in front of her and put his hand agai nst
her chest, he felt her heart leaping |like a rabbit whose hindquarters
were already in the jaws of the fox. No one could possibly be
unconscious with a thundering heartbeat |ike that.

Besi des, her eyes were open. They were staring blindly, as if she could
find nothing upon which to fix her gaze. O course, she could not see
himin the dark as he could see her, couldn't see anything else for that
matter, but that wasn't the reason she was staring through him \Wen he
flicked the eyel ash over her right eye with his fingertip, she did not
flinch, did not even blink. Tears were drying on her cheeks, but no new
tears well ed up.

Catatonic. The little bitch had bl anked out on him closed her m nd
down, becone a vegetable. That didn't suit his purpose at all. The
value of the offering was in the vitality of the subject. Art was about
energy, vibrancy, pain, and terror. \What statenment could he nake with
his little grand Christ if she could not experience and express her
agony?

He was so angry with her, just so spitting angry, that he didn't want to
play with her any nore. Keeping one hand on her chest, above her
rabbity heart, he took his switchblade fromhis jacket pocket and popped
it open.

Cont r ol

He woul d have opened her then, and had the intense pleasure of feeling
her heart go still in his grip, except that he was a Master of the Gane
who knew the neani ng and val ue of control. He could deny hinself such

transitory thrills in the pursuit of nore neani ngful and enduring
rewar ds.

He hesitated only a nonent before putting the knife away.
He was better than that.
His | apse surprised him

Per haps she woul d cone out of her trance by the time he was ready to
incorporate her into his collection. |If not, then he felt sure that the
first driven nail would bring her to her senses and transformher into
the radiant work of art that he knew she had the potential to be.

He turned fromher to the tools that were piled at the point where the
art of his collection currently ended. He had hamrers and screwdrivers,
w enches and pliers, saws and a niter box, a battery-powered drill with
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an array of bits, screws and nails, rope and wire, brackets of all

ki nds, and everything el se a handyman m ght need, all of it purchased at
Sears when he had realized that properly arrangi ng and displ ayi ng each
piece in his collection wuld require the construction of sone clever
supports and, in a couple of cases, thematic backdrops.

H s chosen medi um was not as easy to work with as oil paints or
wat ercolors or clay or sculptor's granite, for gravity tended to quickly
distort each effect that he achieved.

He knew he was short on tinme, that on his heels were those who did not
understand his art and woul d nmake the anmusenent park inpossible for him
by norning. But that would not matter if he nmade one nore addition to
the collection that rounded it out and earned himthe approbation he
sought .

Haste, then

The first thing to do, before hauling the girl to her feet and bracing
her in a standing position, was to see if the material that conposed the
segnmented, reptilian belly and chest of the funhouse Lucifer would take
a nail. It seemed to be a hard rubber, perhaps soft plastic.

Dependi ng on thickness, brittleness, and resiliency of the material, a
nail would either drive into it as snoothly as into wood, bounce off, or
bend. |If the fake devil's hide proved too resistant, he'd have to use
the battery-powered drill instead of the hamrer, two-inch screws instead
of nails, but it shouldn't detract fromthe artistic integrity of the
piece to lend a nodern touch to the reinactnment of this ancient ritual

He hefted the hamrer. He placed the nail. The first blow drove it a
quarter of the way into Lucifer's abdonen. The second bl ow slamed it
hal f way hone.

So nails would work just fine.

He | ooked down at the girl, who still sat on the floor with her back to
the base of the statue. She had not reacted to either of the hamer
bl ows. He was di sappoi nted but not yet desparing.

Before lifting her into place, he quickly collected everything he woul d
need. A couple of two-by-fours to serve as braces until the acquisition
was firmy fixed in place. Two nails. Plus one |onger and nore

wi ckedly pointed nunber that could fairly be called a spike. The
hamrer, of course

Hurry. Smaller nails, barely nore than tacks, a score of which could be
pl aced just-so in her browto represent the crown of thorns. The switch
bl ade, with which to recreate the spear wound attributed to the taunting
Centurion. Anything else? Think. Quickly now He had no vinegar or
sponge to soak it in, therefore could not offer that traditional drink
to the dying lips, but he didn't think the absence of that detail would
in any way detract fromthe conposition

He was ready.

Hat ch and Li ndsey were deep in the gondola tunnel, proceding as fast as
they dared, but slowed by the need to shine flashlights into the deepest
reaches of each niche and roomsize display area that opened off the
flanking walls. The noving beans caused bl ack shadows to fly and dance
of f concrete stalactites and stal agnmtes and ot her nanmade rock
formations, but all of those dangerous spaces were enpty.
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Two solid thuds, |ike hamer blows, echoed to themfromfarther in the
funhouse, one immediately after the other. Then silence.

"He's ahead of us somewhere,"” Lindsey whispered, "not real close. W
can nove faster."

Hat ch agr eed.

They proceeded al ong the tunnel w thout scanning all the deep recesses,
whi ch once had hel d cl ockwork monsters. Al ong the way, the bond between
Hatch and Jereny Nyebern was established again. He sensed the madman's
excitenent, an obscene and pal pitating need. He received, as well,

di sconnected inmages: nails, a spike, a hamrer, two | engths of two
by-four, a scattering of tacks, the slender steel blade of a knife
poppi ng out of its spring-loaded ban......

Hi s anger mxing with his fear, deternmned not to let the disorienting
vi sions inpede his advance, he reached the end of the horizontal tunne
and stunbled a few steps down the incline before he realized that the
angl e of the floor had changed radically under his feet.

The first of the odors hit him Drifting upward on a natural draft.

He gagged, heard Lindsey do the sane, then tightened his throat and
swal | owed hard.

He knew what lay below. At least sone of it. dinpses of the
col l ecti on had been anong the visions that had pounded hi m when he had
been in the car on the highway. |If he didn't get an iron grip on

hi nsel f--and stifle his repul sion now, he woul d never make it all the
way into the depths of this hellhole, and he had to go there in order to
save Regi na.

Apparently Lindsey understood, for she found the will to repress her
retching, and she foll owed himdown the steep sl ope.

The first thing to attract Vassago's attention was the glow of |ight
hi gh up toward one end of the cavern, far back in the tunnel that led to
the spillway. The rapid rate at which the light grew brighter convinced
hi mthat he would not have tine to add the girl to his collection before
the intruders were upon him

He knew who they were. He had seen themin visions as they, evidently,
had seen him Lindsey and her husband had followed himall the way from
Laguna Niguel. He was just beginning to recognize that nmore forces were
at work in this affair than had appeared to be the case at first.

He considered letting them descend the spillway into Hell, slipping
behind them killing the man, disabling the woman, and then proceedi ng
with a dual crucifxion. But there was sonething about the husband that
unsettled him He couldn't put his finger on it.

But he realized nowthat, in spite of his bravado, he had been avoi di ng
a confrontation with the husband. |In their house earlier in the night,
when the el enment of surprise had still been his, he should have circled
behi nd t he husband and di sposed of himfirst, before going after either
Regi na or Lindsey. Had he done so, he might have been able to acquire
both woman and child at that tine. By now he night have been happily
engrossed in their nutilation

Far above, the pearly glow of light had resolved into a pair of
flashlight beans at the brink of the spillway. After a brief
hesitation, they started dowmn. Because he had put his sunglasses in his
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shirt pocket, Vassago was forced to squint at the slashing swords of
I'ight.

As before, he decided not to nove against the man, choosing instead to
retreat with the child. This time, however, he wondered at his
prudence.

A Master of the Ganme, he thought, nust exhibit iron control and choose
the right nmonents to prove Ins power and superiority.

True. But this tine the thought struck himas spineless justification
for avoiding confrontation.

Nonsense. He was afraid of nothing in this world.

The flashlights were still a considerable distance away, focused on the
floor of the spillway, not yet to the midpoint of the long incline. He
could hear their footsteps, which grew | ouder and devel oped an echo as
the pair advanced into the huge chanber.

He seized the catatonic girl, lifted her as if she weighed no nore than
a pillow, slung her over his shoul der, and nmoved soundl essly across the
floor of Hell toward those rock formati ons where he knew a door to a
servi ce room was hi dden.

"Oh, ny God."

"Don't | ook," he told Lindsey as he swept the beamof his flashlight
across the macabre collection. "Don't |ook, Jesus, cover ny back, nake
sure he's not coming around on us."

Gatefully, she did as he said, turning away fromthe array of posed
cadavers in various stages of deconposition. She was certain that her

sl eep, even if she lived to be a hundred, would be haunted every ni ght
by those forms and faces. But who was she ki ddi ng-she woul d never nake
a hundred. She was beginning to think she woul dn't even make it through
t he night.

The very idea of breathing that air, reeking and inmpure, through her
mout h was al nost enough to make her violently ill. She did it anyway
because it .. . . the stink

The darkness was so deep. The flashlight seened barely able to
penetrate. It was like syrup, flowing back into the brief channel that
the beamstirred through it.

She coul d hear Hatch noving along the collection of bodies, and she knew
what he had to be doing-taking a quick | ook at each of them just to be
sure that Jereny Nyebern was not posed anbng them one living
monstrosity anmong those consunmed by rot, waiting to spring at themthe
monent they passed him

VWhere was Regi na?

Ceasel essly, Lindsey swept her flashlight back and forth, back and
forth, in a wide arc, never giving the nurderous bastard a chance to
sneak up on her before she brought the beam around again. But, oh, he
was fast.

She had seen how fast. Flying down the hallway into Regina s room
sl ammi ng the door behind him fast as if he'd flown, had wi ngs, bat
Wi ngs.
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And agile. Down the trunpet-vine trellis with the girl over his
shoul der, unfazed by the fall, up and off into the night with her

e was Regi na?

She heard Hatch noving away, and she knew where he was goi ng, not just
following the Iine of bodies but circling the towering figure of Satan,
to be sure Jereny Nyebern wasn't on the other side of it. He was just
doi ng what he had to do. She knew that, but she didn't like it anyway,
not one little bit, because now she was alone with all of those dead
peopl e behind her. Sone of themwere withered and woul d make papery
sounds i f sonehow they becane ani mated and edged toward her, while
others were in nore horrendous stages of deconposition and sure to
reveal their approach with thick, wet ... And what crazy' thoughts were
t hese?

They were all d'ad. Nothing to fear fromthem The dead stayed dead.

Except they didn't always, did they? No, not in her own persona
experience, they' didn't. But she kept sweeping her |ight back and
forth, back and forth, resisting the urge to turn around and shine it on
the festering cadavers behind her. She knew she should mourn them
rather than fear them be angry for the abuse and | oss of dignity that
they had suffered, but she only had roomat the monent for fear. And
now she heard Hatch com ng cl oser, around the other side of the statue,
compl eting his circumavigation, thank God. But in the next breath,
horribly nmetallic as it passed through her nouth, she wondered if it was
Hatch or one of the bodies moving. O Jeremy. She swung around,

| ooki ng past the row of corpses rather than at them and her |ight
showed her that it was, indeed, Hatch com ng back

Are was Regi na?
as if in answer, a distinctive creak sliced through the heavy air.

Doors the world over nmade that identical sound when their hinges were
corroded and unoi | ed.

She and Hatch swung their flashlights in the same direction. The
over -1l apping term nuses of their beans showed they had both judged the
origin of the sound to have cone froma rock formation along the far
shore of what would have been, with water, a | ake larger than the | agoon
out si de.

She was noving before she sawit. Hatch whispered her nanme in an urgent
tone that nmeant nove after ne, I'Il go first. But she could no nore
have hel d back than she coul d have turned coward and retreated up the
spill way. Her Regina had been anong t he dead, perhaps spared the
direct sight of them because of her strange keeper's aversion to light,
but anong them neverthel ess and so aware of them Lindsey could not
bear the thought of that innocent child held in this slaughterhouse one
m nute |onger. Lindsey's own safety didn't matter, only Regina's.

As she reached the rocks and plunged in anong them stabbing here with
her light, then there, then over there, shadows |eaping, she heard the
wai | of distant sirens. Sheriff's nmen. Hatch's phone call had been
taken seriously. But Regina was in the hands of Death. |If the girl was
still alive, she would not last as long as it would take the cops to
find the funhouse and get down to the lair oflLucifer. So Lindsey
pressed deeper into the rocks, the Browning in one hand, flashlight in
the other, turning corners recklessly, taking chances, with Hatch cl ose
behi nd her.
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She came upon the door abruptly. Metal, streaked with rust, operated by
a push-bar rather than a knob. Ajar.

She shoved it open and went through w thout even the finesse that she
shoul d have learned froma lifetime of police novies and tel evision
shows.

She expl oded across the threshold as might a nother lion in pursuit of
the predator that had dared to drag off her cub. Stupid, she knew that
it was stupid, that she could get herself killed, but nother lions in a
fever of matriarchal aggression were not notably creatures of reason

She was operating on instinct now, and instinct told her that they had
the bastard on the run, had to keep himrunning to prevent himfrom
dealing with the girl as he wanted, and should press himharder and
harder until they had himin a corner.

Beyond the door in the rocks, behind the walls of Hell, was a
twenty-foot-w de area that had once been crowded with nmachinery. It was
now littered with the bolts and steel plates on which those nachi nes had
been nounted. Elaborate scaffolding, festooned with spider webs, rose
forty or fifty feet; it provided access to other doors and crawl spaces
and panel s through which the conplex lighting and effects

equi pnent - col d- st eam generators, |aser-had been serviced

That stuff was gone now, stripped out and carted away.

How |l ong did he need to cut the girl open, seize her beating heart, and
take his satisfaction fromher death? One mnute? Two? Perhaps no
more than that. To keep her safe, they had to breathe down his
goddamed neck.

Li ndsey swept her flashlight beam across that spider-infested
congl oneration of steel pipes and elbow joints and tread plates. She
qui ckly decided their quarry had not ascended to any hiding place above.

Hatch was at her side and slightly behind her, staying close. They were
breat hi ng hard, not because they had exerted thensel ves but because
their chests were tight with fear, constricting their |ungs.

Turning left, Lindsey noved straight toward a dark opening in the
concrete-block wall on the far side of that twenty-foot-w de chanber.

She was drawn to it because it appeared to have been boarded over at one
time, not solidly but with enough planks to prevent anyone entering the

forbi dden space beyond without effort. Sone of the nails still prickled
the block walls on both sides of the opening, but all of the planks had

been torn away and shoved to one side on the floor

Al t hough Hat ch whi spered her nanme, warning her to hold back, she stepped
straight to the brink of that room shone her light into it, and

di scovered it was not a roomat all but an elevator shaft. The doors,
cab, cables, and nechani sm had been sal vaged, |eaving a hole in the
building as sure as an extracted tooth left a hole in the jaw

She pointed her light up. The shaft rose three stories, having once
conveyed nechanics and other repairnen to the top of the funhouse. She
swung the beam slowy down the concrete wall from above, noticing the

i ce chest, several enpty cans of root beer, and a plastic garbage bag
nearly full of trash, all arranged around a stained and battered
mattress.
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On the mattress, huddled in a corner of the shaft, was Jereny Nyebern

Regina was in his |ap, held against his chest, so she could shield him
against gunfire. He was holding a pistol, and he squeezed off two shots
even as Lindsey spotted himdown there.

The first slug m ssed both her and Hatch, but the second round tore

t hrough her shoul der. She was knocked agai nst the door frame. On the
rebound, she bent forward involuntarily, |ost her balance, and fell into
the shaft, followi ng her flashlight, which she had al ready dropped.

Goi ng down, she didn't believe it was happening. Even when she hit
bottom |anding on her left side, the whole thing seenmed , naybe because
she was still too nunmb fromthe inpact of the bullet to feel the damage
it had done, and maybe because she fell nostly on the nattress, at the
far end of it from Nyebern, knocking out what wind the slug had left in
her but breaking no bones.

Her flashlight had al so | anded on the mattress, unharmed. It lit one
gray wall.

As if in a dream and though unable to get her breath quite yet, Lindsey
brought her right hand slowy around to point her gun at him

But she had no gun. The Browning had spun fromher grip in the fall.

During Lindsey's drop, Nyebern nust have tracked her with his own
weapon, for she was looking into it. The barrel was inpossibly |ong,
measuring exactly one eternity fromfiring chanber to nuzzle.

Beyond the gun she saw Regina's face, which was as slack as her gray
eyes were enpty, and beyond that bel oved countenance was the hatefu
one, pale as mlk. H's eyes, unshielded by glasses, were fierce and
strange.

She coul d see them even though the glow of the flashlight forced himto
squint. Meeting his gaze she felt that she was face-to-face with
sonet hing alien that was only passing as hunman, and not well.

Oh, wow, surreal, she thought, and knew that she was on the verge of
passi ng out.

She hoped to faint before he squeezed the trigger. Though it didn't
matter, really. She was so close to the gun that she wouldn't live to
hear the shot that blew her face off.

iron rungs of the service | adder

Hatch stepped in beside her as the light found its way to the bottom of
the shaft, just two floors below, where it revealed sonme litter, a
Styrof oam Hatch's horror, as he watched Lindsey fall into the shaft, was
exceeded by his surprise at what he did next.

When he saw Jereny track her with the pistol until she hit the mattress
the nmuzzle three feet fromher face, Hatch tossed his own Browning away;
onto the pile of planks that once boarded off the shaft. He figured he
woul dn't be able to get off a clear shot with Regina in the way. And he
knew that no gun woul d properly dispatch the thing that Jereny had
becone. He had no tinme to wonder at that curious thought, for as soon
as he pitched away the Browning, he shifted the flashlight fromhis left
hand to his right, and | eaped into the el evator shaft wi thout any
expectation that he was about to do so.
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After that, everything got weird

It seemed to himthat he didn't crash down the shaft as he should have
done, but glided in slow notion, as if he were only slightly heavier
than air, taking as nmuch as half a mnute to reach bottom

Per haps his sense of tine had nerely been distorted by the profundity of
his terror.

Jeremnmy saw himcoming, shifted the pistol fromLindsey to Hatch, and
fired all eight remaining rounds. Hatch was certain that he was hit at
| east three or four tines, though he sustai ned no wounds. It seened
i npossible that the killer could niss so often in such a confined space.

Per haps the sl oppy marksmanship was attributable to the gunman's panic
and to the fact that Hatch was a moving target.

While he was still floating down |ike dandelion fluff, he experienced a
reconnection of the peculiar bond between himand Nyebern, and for a
monent he saw hinsel f descending fromthe young killer's point of view

What he glinpsed, however, was not only hinself but the image of sone
one- or sonet hi ng- superi nposed over him as if he shared his body with
another entity. He thought he saw white wi ngs fol ded cl ose against his
sides. Under his own face was that of a stranger-the visage of a
warrior if ever there had been one, yet not a face that frightened him

Per haps by then Nyebern was hal | uci nati ng, and what Hatch was receiving
fromhimwas not actually what he saw but only what he imagi ned that he
saw. Perhaps.

Then Hatch was gazing down fromhis own eyes again, still in that slow
glide, and he was sure that he saw sonethi ng superi nposed over Jereny
Nyebern, too, a formand face that were part reptilian and part

i nsectile.

Perhaps it was a trick of light, the confusion of shadows and
conflicting flashlight beans.

He coul d not explain away their final exchange, however, and he dwelt
upon it often in the days that foll owed: "W are you?" Nyebern asked as
Hatch | anded catlike in spite of a thirty-foot descent.

"Uriel," Hatch replied, though that was not a nane he had heard before.
"l am Vassago," Nyebern said.

"I know," Hatch said, though he was hearing that name for the first
time, as well.

"Only you can send ne back."

"and when you get sent back by such as ne," Hatch said, wondering where
the words canme from "you don't go back a prince. You'll be a slave
bel ow, just |like the heartless and stupid boy with whom you hitched a
ride."

Nyebern was afraid. It was the first time he had shown any capacity for
fear. "And | thought | was the spider."

Wth strength, agility, and econony of notion that Hatch had not known
he possessed he grabbed Regina's belt in his left hand, pulled her away
fromJereny Nyebern, set her aside out of harmis way, and brought the
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crucifix down |like a club upon the nmadnan's head. The |lens of the
attached flashlight shattered, and the casing burst open, spilling
batteries.

He chopped the crucifix hard against the killer's skull a second tine,
and with the third bl ow he sent Nyebern to a grave that had been tw ce
ear ned.

The anger Hatch felt was righteous anger. Wen he dropped the crucifix
when it was all over, he felt no guilt or shane. He was nothing at all
Iike his father.

He had a strange awareness of a power |leaving him a presence he had not
known was there. He was a m ssion acconplished, restored. Al things
were now in their rightful places.

Regi na was unresponsi ve when he spoke to her. Physically she seened
unharnmed. Hatch was not worried about her, for sonehow he knew t hat
none of them would suffer unduly for having been caught up in..

what ever they had been caught up in.

Li ndsey was unconsci ous and bl eedi ng. He exanined her wound and felt It
was not too serious.

Voi ces arose two floors above. They were calling his name. The

authorities had arrived. Late as always. Well, not always.
Sonetinmes. .. one of themwas there just when you needed him
3

The story of the three blind men exam ning the el ephant is w dely known.
The first blind man feels only the el ephant's trunk and thereafter
confidently describes the beast as a great snakelike creature, simlar
to a python. The second blind man feels only the el ephant's ears and
announces that it is a bird that can soar to great heights. The third
blind man exam nes only the el ephant's fringe-tipped, fly-shading tai
and "sees" an aninmal that is curiously like a bottle brush.

So it is with any experience that hunan bei ngs share. Each participant
perceives it in a different way and takes fromit a different |esson
than do his or her conpatriots.

In the years followi ng the events at the abandoned anusenent park, Jonas
Nyebern lost interest in resuscitation nedicine. Oher nmen took over
his work and did it well.

He sold at auction every piece of religious art in the two collections
that he had not yet completed, and he put the noney in savings
instruments that would return the highest possible rate of interest.

Though he continued to practice cardi ovascular surgery for a while, he
no |l onger found any satisfaction in it. Eventually he retired young and
| ooked for a new career in which to finish out the | ast decades of his
life.

He stopped attending Mass. He no |onger believed that evil was a force
initself, a real presence that wal ked the world. He had found that
humanity itself was a source of evil sufficient to explain everything
that was wong with the world. conversely, he decided humanity was its
own and only-sal vati on.
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He becane a veterinarian. Every patient seened deserving.
He never married again.
He was neither happy nor unhappy, and that suited himfine.

Regi na renai ned within her inner roomfor a couple of days, and when she
came out she was never quite the sane. But then no one ever is quite
the same for any length of tine. Change is the only constant.

It's called grow ng up.

She addressed them as Dad and Mbm because she wanted to, and because
she neant it. Day by day, she gave them as nuch happi ness as they gave
her.

She never set off a chain reaction of destruction anong their antiques.

She never enbarrassed them by getting inappropriately sentinental,
bursting into tears, and thereby activating the old snot faucet: she
unfailingly produced tears and snot only when they were called for.

She never nortified themby accidentally flipping an entire plate of
food into the air at a restaurant and over the head of the President of
the United States at the next table. She never accidentally set the
house on fire, never farted in polite conpany, and never scared the
be-jesus out of smaller neighborhood children with her |eg brace and
curious right hand. Better still, she stopped worryi ng about doing al
those things (and nore), and in tine she did not even use the trenmendous
energi es that she once had wasted upon such unlikely concerns.

She kept witing. She got better at it. Wen she was just 14, she won
a national witing conpetition for teenagers. The prize was a rather
nice watch and a check for five hundred dollars. She used sone of the
money for a subscription to Publishers Wekly and a conplete set of the
novel s of WIIiam Makepeace Thackeray. She no |onger had an interest in
witing about intelligent pigs fromouter space, |argely because she was
| earning that nore curious characters could be found all around her,
many of themnative Californians.

She no longer talked to God. It seened childish to chatter at H m

Besi des, she no | onger needed His constant attention. For a while she
had t hought He had gone away or had never existed, but she had deci ded
that was foolish. She was aware of himall the tine, w nking at her

fromthe flowers, serenading her in the song of a bird, smling at her
fromthe fury face of a kitten, touching her with a soft sumrer breeze

She found a line in a book that she thought was apt, from Dave Tyson
Gentry: "True friendship conmes when silence between two nmen is
confortable." Wll, who was your best friend, if not God, and what did
you really need to say to Hmor He to you when you both al ready knew
the nost-and only inportant thing, which was that you would al ways be
there for each other.

Li ndsey cane through the events of those days |ess changed than she had
expected. Her paintings inproved somewhat, but not tremendously. She
had never been dissatisfied with her work in the first place. She |oved
Hatch no |l ess than ever, and could not possibly have | oved hi m nore.

One thing that nade her cringe, which never had before, was hearing
anyone say, "The worst is behind us now " She knew that the worst was
never behind us. The worst cane at the end. It was the end, the very
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fact of it. Nothing could be worse than that. But she had |earned to
live with the understanding that the worst was never behind her-and
still find joy in the day at hand.

As for God-she didn't dwell on the issue. She raised Regina in the

Cat holic Church, attending Mass with her each week, for that was part of
the promi se she had made St. Thomas's when they had arranged the
adoption. But she didn't do it solely out of duty. She figured that
the Church was good for Regina-and that Regi na m ght be good for the
Church, too. Any institution that counted Regina a nmenber was going to
di scover itself changed by her at |east as nuch as she was changed- and
to its everlasting benefit. She had once said that prayers were never
answered, that the living lived only to die, but she had progressed
beyond that attitude. She would wait and see.

Hatch continued to deal successfully in antiques. Day by day his life
went pretty nmuch as he hoped it would. As before, he was an easy-goi ng

guy.

He never got angry. But the difference was that he had no anger left in
himto repress. The nell owness was genui he now.

Fromtime to tine, when the patterns of |life seemed to have a grand
meani ng that just barely eluded him and when he was therefore in a
phi | osophi cal mobod, he would go to his den and take two itens fromthe
| ocked drawer.

One was the heat-browned i ssue of Arts Anmerican

The other was a slip of paper he had brought back fromthe library one
day, after doing a bit of research. Two nanes were witten on it, wth
an identifying line after each. "Vassago-according to mnythol ogy, one of
the nine crown princes of Hell." Below that was the name he had once
clainmed was his own: "Urie-according to nythol ogy, one of the archangels
serving as a personal attendant to God."

He stared at these things and considered them carefully, and al ways he
reached no firm conclusions. Though he did decide, if you had to be
dead for eighty mnutes and cone back with no nmenory of the Qther Side,
maybe it was because eighty minutes of that know edge was nore than just
a glinpse of a tunnel with a light at the end, and therefore nore than
you coul d be expected to handl e.

And if you had to bring sonething back with you from Beyond, and carry

it within you until it had concluded its assignment on this side of the
vei |, an archangel wasn't too shabby .
t he end.
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