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Hope is the destination that we seek
Love is the road that |eads to hope.
Courage is the motor that drives us.
We travel out of darkness into faith.
- THE BOOK OF COUNTED SORRONS

| NTENSI TY

1

The red sun bal ances on the highest ranparts of the nountains, and in its waning light, the
foothills appear to be ablaze. A cool breeze bl ows down out of the sun and fans through the tal
dry grass, which streans |ike waves of golden fire along the slopes toward the rich and shadowed
val | ey.

In the knee-high grass, he stands with his hands in the pockets of his denimjacket, studying the
vi neyards bel ow. The vines were

pruned during the winter. The new grow ng season has just begun. The colorful wld nustard that
flourished between the rows during the col der nonths has been chopped back and the stubble pl owed
under. The earth is dark and fertile.

The vineyards encircle a barn, outbuildings, and a bungal ow for the caretaker. Except for the
barn, the largest structure is the owners' Victorian house with its gables, dorners, decorative

m | | work under the eaves, and carved pedi nent over the front porch steps.

Paul and Sarah Tenpleton live in the house year-round, and their daughter, Laura, visits
occasionally from San Franci sco, where she at-

tends university. She is supposed to be in residence throughout this weekend.

He dreanmily contenplates a nental image of Laura's face, as detailed as a photograph. Curiously,
the girl's perfect features engender thoughts of succul ent, sugar-|aden bunches of pinot noir and
grenache with translucent purple skin. He can actually taste the phantom grapes as he i nagi nes
them bursting between his teeth.

As it slowy sinks behind the mountains, the sun sprays light so

warmy col ored and so nordant that, where touched, the darkening

| and appears to be wet with it and dyed forever. The grass grows red as well, no longer like a
fireless burning but, instead, a red tide washing around his knees.

He turns his back on the house and the vineyards. Savoring the steadily intensifying taste of
grapes, he wal ks westward into the shad-

ows cast by the high forested ridges.

He can snell the small aninmals of the open nmeadows cowering in their burrows. He hears the whisper
of feathers carving the wind as a )Id hunting hawk circles hundreds of feet overhead, and he feels
the co

glinrer of stars that are not yet visible.

In the strange sea of shimering red light, the black shadows of overhanging trees flickered shark-
swi ft across the wi ndshield.

On the winding two-lane bl acktop, Laura Tenpl eton handl ed the Mistang with an expertise that Chyna
adm red, but she drove too fast. "You' ve got a heavy foot," Chyna said.

Laura grinned. "Better than a big butt.” "You'll get us killed."

"Mom has rul es about being late for dinner." "Being late is better than being dead for dinner."
"You' ve never met ny nom She's hell on rules."” "So is the highway patrol." Laura | aughed.

"Someti nes you sound just |ike her."

0? @ny MOM" Bracing herself as Laura took a curve too fast, Chyna said, "Well, one of us has to
be a responsible adult."” "Sonetines | can't believe you're only three years older than ne," Laura
said affectionately. "Twenty-six, huh? You sure you're not a

hundred and twenty-six?" "I'mancient,"” Chyna said.

They had |l eft San Francisco under a hard blue sky, taking a four-day break fromclasses at the

Uni versity of California, where, in the spring, they would earn master's degrees in psychol ogy.
Laura hadn't been del ayed in her education by the need to earn her tuition and |living expenses,

but Chyna had spent the past ten years attending classes part tine while working full tine as a
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waitress, first in a Denny's, then in a unit of the Aive Grden chain, and nost recently in an
upscal e rest au-

rant with white tablecloths and cloth napkins and fresh flowers on the tables and custoners-bless
themwho routinely tipped fifteen or

twenty percent. This visit to the Tenpl etons' house in the Napa Valley would be the closest thing
to a vacation that she'd had in a decade

From San Francisco, Laura had followed Interstate 80 through Berkel ey and across the eastern end
of San Pabl o Bay. Blue heron had stal ked the shall ows and | eaped gracefully into flight: enornous,
eerily prehistoric, beautiful against the cloudl ess heavens.

Now, in the gold-and-crimson sunset, scattered clouds burned in the sky, and the Napa Vall ey
unrolled like a radiant tapestry. Laura had departed the main road in favor of a scenic route;
however, she drove so fast that Chyna was sel dom able to take her eyes off the highway to enjoy
the scenery. "Man, | |ove speed," Laura said. "I hate it." "I like to nove, streak,fly. Hey, maybe
| was a gazelle in a previous life. You think?"

Chyna | ooked at the speedoneter and grimaced. "Yeah, maybe a gazelle-or a nadwonan | ocked away in
Bedlam" "Or a cheetah. Cheetahs are really fast." "Yeah, a cheetah, and one day you were chasing
your prey and ran

straight off the edge of a cliff at full tilt. You were the Wle E. Coyote of cheetahs.
good driver, Chyna." "I know. 7' "Then relax." "I can't."

Laura sighed with fake exasperation. "Ever?" "Wen | sleep," Chyna said, and she nearly janmed her
feet through the floorboards as the Mustang took a wi de curve at high speed.

Beyond the narrow gravel ed shoul der of the two-lane, the | and sl oped down through wild nmustard and
| oopi ng branmbles to a row of tall black alders fringed with early-spring buds. Beyond the al ders

| ay vineyards drenched with fierce red |light, and Chyna was convinced that the car would slide off
the bl acktop, roll down the enmbanknent, and crash into the trees, and that her bl ood would
fertilize the nearest of the vines.

Instead, Laura effortlessly held the Mustang to the pavenent. The car swept out of the curve and
up a long incline.

"I"ma

Laura said, "I bet you even worry in your sleep."

"Wl |, sooner or later, in every dreamthere's a boogeynman. You've got to be on the | ookout for
him" "I have lots of dreams without boogeynen," Laura said. "I have wonderful dreams." "Cetting
shot out of a cannon?" "That would be fun. No, but sonetinmes | dreamthat | can fly. |I'm al ways

naked and just floating or swooping along fifty feet above the ground, over tel ephone |ines,
across fields of bright flowers, over tree-

tops. So free. People |ook up and snile and wave. They're so delighted to see that | can fly, so
happy for nme. And sonetimes |'mwth this beautiful guy, |ean and nuscular, with a mane of gol den
hair and lovely green eyes that look all the way tbrougb ne to ny soul, and we're naking love in
mdair, drifting up there, and |I'm having spectacul ar orgasms, one after another, floating through
sunshine with flowers bel ow and birds swoopi ng overhead, birds with these gorgeous iridescent-bl ue
wi ngs and singing the nost fantastic birdsongs you ever heard, and | feel as if I'mfull of
dazzling light, just a creature of light, and Iike I'm going to explode, such an energy, explode
and forma whol e new uni verse and be the universe and |live forever. You ever have a dreamlike

t hat ?"

Chyna had finally taken her eyes off the onrushing blacktop. She stared in bl ank-faced

astoni shment at Laura. Finally she said, "No."

d ancing away fromthe two-lane, Laura said, "Really? You never

had a dreamlike that?" "Never." "I have lots of dreans like that." "Could you keep your eyes on
the road, ki ddo?"

Laura | ooked at the highway and said, "Don't you ever dream about sex?" "Sonetimes." "And?"
"What ?" ' And?"

Chyna shrugged. "It's bad." Frowning, Laura said, "You dream about havi ng bad sex? Listen, Chyna,
you don't have to dream about that-there are |ots of guys who can provide all the bad sex you
want." "Ho, ho. | nmean these are nightnares, very threatening." "Sex is threatening?"

"Because |'malways a little girl in the dreans-six or seven or

eight-and I'malways hiding fromthis nman, not quite sure what he wants, why he's |ooking for ne,
but | know he wants sonmething fromne that he shouldn't have, sonething terrible, and it's going
to be like dying." "Who's the man?" "Different nen." "Sonme of the creeps your nother used to hang

out with?"
Chyna had told Laura a great deal about her nother. She had never told anyone el se. "Yeah. Them |
al ways got away fromthemin real life. They never touched ne. And they never touch ne in the

file:/l/F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Koontz,%20Dean%20-%20Intensity.txt (2 of 146) [1/17/03 3:06:16 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/K oontz,%20D ean%20-%20I ntensity.txt

dreanms. But there's always a threat, always a possibility.

6@ So these aren't just dreams. They're nmenories too." "I wish they were just dreans." "Wat about
when you' re awake?" Laura asked. "Wat do you nean@ "Do you just turn all warmand fuzzy and | et
yoursel f go when a man nakes love to you ... or is the past always there?" "Wat is this-analysis
at eighty mles an hour?" "Dodging the question?" "You're a snoop." "It's called friendship."
"I't's called snoopery." "Dodging the question?"

Chyna sighed. "Al'l right. | like being with a man. I'mnot inhibited. I'lIl admt that |'ve never
felt as though I'"'ma creature of light going to explode into a new universe, but |'ve been fully
satisfied, always had fun." "Fully?" "Fully."

Chyna had never actually been with a man until she was twentyone; and her intinmate rel ationships
now total ed exactly two. Both had been gentle, kind, and decent nen, and in each case Cbhyna bad
greatly enjoyed the | ovenmaking. One affair had | asted el even nonths, the other thirteen, and

nei ther lover had left her a single troubling menory. Neverthel ess, neither man had hel ped her
bani sh the vicious dreans, which continued to plague her periodically, and she'd been unable to
achi eve an enotional bond equal to the physical intimcy. To a nan whom she | oved, Chyna could
gi ve her body, but

even for love, she could not entirely give her mnd and heart. She was

afraid to conmt herself, to trust without reservation. No one in her life, with the possible
exception of Laura Tenpleton-stunt driver and dreamflier-had ever earned total trust.

W nd shrieked al ong the sides of the car. In the flickering shadows and fiery light, the |ong

i ncline ahead of them seened to be a ranp, as

if they were going to be launched into space when they reached the top, vaulting across a dozen
burni ng buses while a stadium full of thrill-seekers cheered. "Wat if a tire blows?" Chyna asked.
"The tires won't blow " Laura said confidently. "Wat if one does?"

Wenching her face into an exaggerated, denonic grin, Laura said, "Then we're just girl jelly in a
can. They won't even be able to separate the remains into two distinct bodies. A total anorphous
nmess.

They won't even need coffins for us. They'll just pour our remains in a jug and put us in one
grave, and the headstone will read: Laura Chyna Tenpl eton Shepherd. Only a Cuisinart Wuld Have
Been More Thorough. ™

Chyna had hair so dark that it was virtually black, and Laura was a

bl ue-eyed bl onde, yet they were enough alike to be sisters. Both were five feet four and sl ender
they wore the same dress size. Each had hi gh cheekbones and delicate features. Chyna had al ways
felt that her nouth was too wi de, but Laura, whose nouth was as wide as Chyna's, said it wasn't
wide at all but nmerely "generous" enough to ensure an

especially winning smle.

As Laura's | ove of speed proved, however, they were in some ways profoundly different people. The
di fferences, perhaps nore than the simlarities, were what drew themto each other. "You think

your mom and dad will |ike me?" Chyna asked. "I thought you were worried about a blown tire." "I'm
a nultichannel worrier. WIIl they like me?" "Of course they'Il |ike you. You know what | worry
about ?" Laura asked as they raced toward the top of the incline. "Apparently, not death." "You.
worry about you," Laura said. She glanced at Chyna, and her expression was uncharacteristically
serious. "I can take care of nyself," Chyna assured her. "I don't doubt that. | know you too well
to doubt that. But life isn't just about taking care of yourself, keeping your head down, getting
t hrough. "

"Laura Tenpleton, girl philosopher.'
"Deeper than you think."

The Mustang crested the long hill, and there were no burning buses or cheering multitudes, but
ahead of them was an ol der-nodel Buick, cruising well below the posted |init. Laura cut their
speed by nore than half, and they pulled behind the other car. Even in the fading |ight, Chyna
could see that the round-shoul dered driver was a white-haired, elderly man.

They were in a no-passing zone. The road rose and fell, turned left and right, rose again, and
they could not see far ahead.

Laura switched on the Miustang headlights, hoping to encourage the driver of the Buick either to

i ncrease his speed or to ease over where the shoulder widened to |l et them pass. "Take your own
advi ce-rel ax, kiddo," Chyna said. "Hate to be late for dinner."” "From everything you ve said about
her, | don't think your nomis the type to beat us with wire coat hangers." "Momis the best." "So
rel ax," Chyna said. "But she has this disappointed | ook she gives you that's worse than wire coat
hangers. Most people don't know this, but Momis the rea-

son the Cold War ended. Several years ago, the Pentagon sent her off to Mdscow so she could give

"Life is about living." "Deep," Chyna said sarcastically.

file:/l/F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Koontz,%20Dean%20-%20Intensity.txt (3 of 146) [1/17/03 3:06:16 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/K oontz,%20D ean%20-%20I ntensity.txt

t he whol e damm Politburo the Look, and all those Soviet thugs just collapsed with renorse.”

Ahead of them the old man in the Buick checked his rearview

mrror.

The white hair in the headlight beans, the angle of the nan's head, and the nmere suggestion of his
eyes reflected in the mirror suddenly engendered in Chyna a powerful sense of d6j @vu. For a
nmoment, she didn't understand why a chill came over her-but then she was cast back in nenmory to an
i nci dent that she had long tried unsuccessfully to forget: another twilight, nineteen years ago, a
I onely Florida highway. "Oh, Jesus," she said.

Laura gl anced at her. "What's wong?" Chyna cl osed her eyes. Chyna, you're as white as a ghost.
What is it?" "Along tinme ago ... when | was just a little girl, seven years old ... Maybe we were
in the Evergl ades, nmaybe not ... butthel and

was swampy |ike the 'glades. There weren't many trees, and the few you could see were hung with
Spani sh nmoss. Everything was flat as far as you could see, lots of sky and fl atness, the sunlight
red and fading |like now, a back road sonewhere, far away from anything, very rural, two narrow

| anes, so dam enpty and | onely. .

Chyna had been with her nother and J|n1v0Itz a Key West drug deal er and gunrunner with whomthey
had |ived now and then, for a

month or two at a tinme, during her childhood. They had been on a

business trip and had been returning to the Keys in Wltzs vintage red Cadillac, one of those
nodel s with massive tailfins and with what seened to be five tons of chronme grillwork. Wltz was
driving fast on

that straight highway, exceeding a hundred miles an hour at tines. They hadn't encountered another
car for alnost fifteen mnutes before they roared up behind the elderly couple in the tan

Mer cedes. The woman was driving. Birdlike. C ose-cropped silver hair. Seventyfive if she was a
day. She was doing forty miles an hour. Witz could have pulled around the Mercedes; they were in
a passing zone, and no

traffic was in sight for mles on that dead-flat highway. "But he was high on sonething," Chyna
told Laura, eyes still closed, watching the nmenory with growing dread as it played |like a

novi e on a screen behind her eyes. "He was nost of the time high on

sonet hi ng. Maybe it was cocaine that day. | don't know. Don't re-

menber. He was drinking too. They were both drinking, himand nmy nother. They had a cooler full of
ice. Bottles of grapefruit juice and vodka. The old lady in the Mercedes was driving really sl ow,
and that incensed WIltz. He wasn't rational. What did it matter to hin? He coul d' ve pulled around
her. But the sight of her driving so slow on the w de-open highway infuriated him Drugs and
booze, that's all. So irrational. Wen he was angry ... red-faced, arteries throbbing in his neck
jaw nmuscl es bul ging. No one could get angry quite as totally as

JimWltz. Hs rage excited ny nother. Al ways excited her. So she teased him encouraged him |
was in the backseat, hanging on tight, pleading with her to stop, but she kept at him"

For a while, WIltz had hung cl ose behind the other car, blowing his horn at the elderly couple,
trying to force themto go faster. A few tinmes he had nudged the rear bunper of the Mercedes with
the front bunper of the Cadillac, netal kissing nmetal with a squeal. Eventually the old worman got
rattl ed and began to swerve erratically, afraid to go faster with Woltz so cl ose behi nd her but
too frightened of himto pull off the road and | et him pass by.

"OfF course," Chyna said, "he wouldn't have gone past and |eft her
al one. By then he was too psychotic. He would have stopped when she stopped. It still would have
ended badly."

Wl tz had pulled al ongside the Mercedes a few tinmes, driving in the wong | ane, shouting and
shaking his fist at the white-haired couple, who first tried to ignore himand then stared back

wi de-eyed and fearfui. Each tine, rather than drive by and | eave themin his dust, he had dropped
behind again to play tag with their rear bunper. To Wltz, in his drug fever and al coholic haze,

t hi s harassnent was

deadly serious business, with an inportance and a nmeani ng that could never be understood by anyone
who was cl ean and sober. To Chyna's nother, Anne, it was all a game, an adventure, and it was she
in her ceasel ess search for exciterment, who said, 91'hy don't we give her a

driving test? Wltz said, Test? | don't need to give the old bitch a test to see

she can't drivefor shit. This tinme, as Witz pulled beside the Mercedes, matching speeds with it,
Anne said, | nean, see ifshe can keep it on the road. Make it a chall engefor her

To Laura, Chyna recalled, "There was a canal parallel to the road, one of those drainage channel s
you see al ong sone Florida highways. Not deep but deep enough. Wtz used the Cadillac to crowd
the Mercedes onto the shoul der of the road. The wonan shoul d have crowded hi m back, forced himthe
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ot her way. She should have tranped the pedal to the floor and pegged the speedoneter and gotten
the hell out of there. The Mercedes woul d' ve outrun the Cadillac, no problem But she was old and
scared, and she'd never

encountered anyone like this. | think she was just disbelieving, so un-

abl e to understand the kind of people she was up agai nst, unable to

grasp how far they'd go even though she and her husband had done nothl.ng to them Wltz forced
her off the road. The Mercedes rolled into the canal."”

Wl tz had stopped, shifted the Cadillac into reverse, and backed up to where the Mercedes was
swiftly sinking. He and Anne had gotten out of the car to watch. Chyna's nother had insisted that
she watch too: Conme on, you little chicken. You don't want to miss this, baby. This is one to
renenber The passenger's side of the Mercedes was flat agai nst the nuddy bottom of the canal, and
the driver's side was re-

vealed to them as they stood on the enbankment in the hunmid evening air. They were being bitten by
hordes of nosquitoes but were hardly aware of them nesnerized by the sight bel ow them gazing
through the driver-side wi ndows of the subnerged vehicle.

"It was twilight," Chyna told Laura, putting into words the imges behind her closed eyes, "so the
headl i ghts were on, still on even after the Mercedes sank, and there were lights inside the car
They had airconditioning, so all the windows were cl osed, and neither the w ndshield nor the
driver-side wi ndow had shattered when the car rolled. W could see inside, 'cause the w ndows were
only a few inches under water. There was no sign of the husband. Maybe he was knocked unconsci ous
when they rolled. But the old wonan ... her face was at the wi ndow. The car was flooded, but there
was a big bubble of air against the inside of the glass, and she pressed her face into it so she
could breathe. W stood there | ooking down at her. Wtz could have hel ped. My nother could have
hel ped. But they just watched. The old wonan couldn't seemto get the w ndow open, and the door
must have been jamred, or nmaybe she was just too scared and too weak."

Chyna had tried to pull away, but her nother had held her, speaking urgently to her, the whispered
words borne on a tide of breath sour with vodka and grapefruit juice. W're different than other

peopl e, baby. No rules apply to us. You'll never understand what freedomreally neans ifyou don't
wat ch this. Chyna had cl osed her eyes, but she had still been able to hear the old worman scream ng
into the big air bubble inside the subnerged car. Miuffled screanming. "Then gradually the scream ng
faded ... finally stopped,” Chyna told Laura. "Wen | opened ny eyes, tw light had gone and ni ght
had cone. There was still light in the Mercedes, and the woman's face was

still pressed to the glass, but a breeze had risen, rippling the water in the canal, and her
features were a blur. | knew she was dead. She and her husband. | started to cry. Witz didn't
like that. He threatened to drag me into the canal, open a door on the Mercedes, and shove ne
inside with the dead people. My nother made ne drink sonme grapefruit juice with vodka. | was only
seven. The rest of the way back to

Key West, | lay on the backseat, dizzy fromthe vodka, half drunk and a little sick, still crying
but quietly, so | wouldn't make Witz angry, crying quietly until | fell asleep."

In Laura's Mustang, the only sounds were the soft runble of the engine and the singing of the
tires on the bl acktop.

Chyna finally opened her eyes and came back fromthe nmenory of Florida, fromthe | ong-ago humd
twilight to the Napa Vall ey, where nost of the red |light had gone out of the sky and darkness
encroached on all sides.

The old man in the Buick was no |longer in front of them They were not driving as fast as before,
and evidently he had gotten far ahead of them

Laura said softly, "Dear Cod." Chyna was shaking uncontrollably. She plucked a few Kl eeney from
the consol e box between the seats, blew her nose, and blotted her eyes. Over the past two years,
she had shared part of her childhood with Laura, but every new revel ation-and there was rnuch stil
to reveal -was as difficult as the one before it. Wen she spoke of the past, she always burned
with shanme, as though she had been as guilty as her nother, as if every crininal act and spell of
madness coul d be bl anmed on her, though she had been only a helpless child trapped in the insanity
of others. "WII| you ever see her again?" Laura asked.

Recol l ection had left Chyna half numb with horror. "I don't know. " "Wuld you want to?"

Chyna hesitated. Her hands were curled into fists, the danp Kl eenex wadded in the right one.
"Maybe." "For God's sake why?" "To ask her why. To try to understand. To settle sone things. But

maybe not." "Do you even know where she is?" "No. But it wouldn't surprise nme if she was in
jail. O dead. You can't live like that and hope to grow ol d."
They drove down out of the foothills into the valley. Eventually Chyna said, "I can still see her

standing in the steany darkness on the banks of that canal, greasy with sweat, her hair hanging
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danmp and all tangled, covered with nobsquito bites, eyes bleary fromvodka. Laura, even then she

was still the nost beautiful wonan you' ve ever seen. She was always so beautiful, so perfect on
the outside, like soneone out of a dream |ike an angel ... but she was never half as beautiful as
when she was excited, when there'd been violence. | can see her standing there, only visible

because of the greenish glow fromthe headlights of the Mercedes rising through the nurky cana
water, so ravishing in that green light, glorious, the nost beautiful person you've ever seen
i ke a goddess from another world."

Gradual ly Chyna's trenbling subsided. The heat of shane faded from her face, but slowy.

She was i measurably grateful for Laura's concern and support. A friend. Until Laura, Chyna had
lived secretly with her past, unable to
speak of it to anyone. Now, having, unburdened herself of another hateful corrupting nenory, she

couldn't begin to put her gratitude into words. "It's okay," Laura said, as if reading Chyna's
m nd.

They rode in silence. They were | ate for dinner.

-- V-5

To Chyna, the Tenpl eton house | ooked inviting at first glinpse: Victorian, gabled, roony, wth
deep porches front and rear. It stood a half mle off the county road, at the end of a grave
driveway, surrounded by one hundred twenty acres of vineyards.

For three generations, the Tenpl etons had grown grapes, but they had never nmade wi ne. They were
under contract to one of the finest vintners in the valley, and because they owned fertile | and
with the highest-quality vines, they received an excellent price for their crop

Sarah Tenpl et on appeared on the front porch when she heard the Mustang in the driveway, and she
came quickly down the steps to the stone wal kway to greet Laura and Chyna. She was a |ovely,
girlishly slimwoman in her early or md forties, with stylishly short blond hair, wearing tan
jeans and a | ong-sl eeved eneral d-green bl ouse with green enbroidery on the collar, sinultaneously
chic aq notherly. When Sarah hugged Laura and ki ssed her and held her with such evident and fierce
| ove, Chyna was struck by a pang of envy and by a shiver of msery at never having known a

not her's | ove.

She was surprised again when Sarah turned to her, enbraced her, kissed her on the cheek, and,
still holding her close, said, "Laura tells me you' re the sister she never had, so | want you to
feel at hone here, sweetheart. Wien you're here with us, this is your place as much as ours.”
Chyna stood stiffly at first, so unfamiliar with the rituals of famly affection that she didn't
know quite how to respond. Then she re-

turned the enbrace awkwardly and murnured an inadequate thankyou. Her throat was suddenly so tight
that she was anazed to be able to speak at all

Putting her arnms around both Laura and Chyna, guiding themto the broad flight of porch steps,

Sarah said, "W'I|l get your luggage |later. Dinner's ready now. Cone along. Laura's told nme so much
about you, Chyna." "Well, Mom" said Laura, "I didn't tell you about Chyna being into voodoo. |
sort of hid that part. She'll need to sacrifice a live chicken every night at mdnight while she's

staying with us." "W only grow grapes. W don't have any chickens, dear," Sarah said. "But after
di nner we can drive to one of the farns in the area and buy a few "

Chyna | aughed and | ooked at Laura as if to say, "ere @the infanous Look?

Laura understood. "In your honor, Chyna, all w re coat hangers and equival ent devi ces have been
put away." "Whatever are you tal king about?" Sarah asked. "You know ne, Momra babbling ditz.
Sonetinmes not even | know what |'mtal king about."

Paul Tenpl eton, Laura's father, was in the big kitchen, taking a potato-and-cheese casserol e out
of the oven. He was a neat, conpact man, five feet ten, with thick dark hair and a ruddy
conpl exi on. He set the steami ng dish aside, stripped off a pair of oven mitts, and greeted Laura
as warmy as Sarah had done. After being introduced to Chyna, he took one of her hands in both of
his, which were rough and work worn, and with feigned solemity he said, "W prayed you'd nake the
trip in one piece. Does ny little girl still handle that Mustang as if she thinks it's the

Bat nobi | e?" "Hey, Dad," Laura said, "l guess you've forgotten who taught nme to drive." "I was
instructing you in the basic techniques," Paul said. "I didn't expect you to acquire ny style."
Sarah said, "I refuse to think about Laura's driving. I'd just be worried sick all the tine."
"Face it, Mom there's an Indianapolis 500 gene on Dad's side of the fanmly, and he passed it to
me." "She's an excellent driver,"” Chyna said. "I always feel safe with Laura. 11l

Laura grinned at her and gave a thunbs-up sign. Dinner was a long, leisurely affair because the
Tenpl etons liked to talk to one another, thrived on talking to one another. They were care-

ful to include Chyna and seened genuinely interested in what she had to say, but even when the
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conversation wandered to famly matters of which Chyna had little know edge, she sonehow felt a
part of it, as

t hough she was, by a mmgical osnpsis, actually being absorbed into the Tenpl eton cl an.

Laura's thirtyish brother, Jack, and his wife, Nina, lived in the care-

taker's bungal ow el sewhere in the vineyard, but a previous obligation had prevented them from
joining the fanmly for dinner. Chyna was as-

sured that she would see themin the norning, and she felt no trepidati on about neeting them as
she'd felt before she'd nmet Sarahand Paul. Throughout her troubled life, there had been no pl ace'-
where she had truly felt at hone; while she m ght never fe 61 entirely at hone in this place
either, at least she felt welconme here.

After dinner, Chyna and Laura went for a walk in the noonlit vineyards, between the rows of |ow
pruned vines that h4d not yet begun to

sprout either leafy trailers or fruit. The cool air was redolent with the ""47. pl easant
fecund snmell of freshly plowed earth, and there was a sense of nystery in the dark fields that she
found intriguing, enchanting-but at tines disconcerting, as if they were anbng unseen presences,
an@cient spirits that were not all benign

When they had strolled deep into the vines and then turned back toward the house, Chyna said,
"You're the best friend |I've ever had." "Me too," Laura said. "More than that.. ." Chyna's voice
trail ed aN6y. She had been about to say, You're the onlyfriend |I've ever had, but that made her
seem

so |l ame and, besides, was still an inadequate expression of what she felt for this girl. They
were, indeed, in one sense sisters.
Laura linked arns with her and nerely said, "I know " "Wen you have babies, | want themto cal

me Aunt Chyna." "Listen, Shepherd, don't you think I should find a guy and get married before
start pumping out the babies?" "Woever he is, he better be the best husband in the world to you,
or | promise I'll cut his CQJ' Ones off." "Do ne a favor, okay?" Laura said. "Don't tell him about
this promise until after the weddi ng. Some guys night be put off by it."

From el sewhere in the vineyards cane a disquieting sound that stopped Chyna. A protracted
creaking. "It's just the breeze working at a | oose bam door, rusty hinges," Laura said.

it sounded as if sonmeone were opening a giant door in the wall of night itself and stepping in
from anot her worl d.

-< 7

Chyna Shepherd could not sleep confortably in strange houses. Throughout her chil dhood and

adol escence, her nother had dragged her fromone end of the country to the other, staying nowhere
| onger than a nonth or two. So nmany terrible things had happened to them'in so many places that
Chyna eventual ly | earned to view each new house not as a new begi nning, not with hope for
stability and happi ness, but wi th suspicion and quiet dread.

Now she was long rid of her troubled nother and free to stay only where she w shed. These days,
her life was al nost as stable as that of a cloistered nun, as neticul ously planned as any bonb
squad' s proceldures for disarnm ng an expl osive device, and w thout any of the tur-

nmoi | on which her nother had thrived. | Nevertheless, this first night in the Tenpl etons' house,
Chyna was reluctant to undress and go to bed. She sat in the darkness in a

nmedal | i on-back arnthair at one of the two windows in the guest room gazing out at the moonlit

vi neyards, fields, and hills of the Napa Valley.

Laura was in another room at the far end of the second-floor hall, no doubt sound asl eep, at
peace because this house was not at al

strange to her.

From t he guest-room w ndow, the early-spring vineyards were

barely visible. Vague geonetric patterns.

Beyond the cultivated rows were gentle hills mantled in long dry grass, silver in the nmoonlight.
An inconstant breeze stirred through the valley, and sonmetines the wild grass seened to roll Iike
ocean waves across the slopes, softly aglimer with |anmbent |unar |ight.

Above the hills was the Coast Range, and above those peaks were

cascades of stars and a full white noon. Storm clouds com ng across

the nmountains fromthe northwest would soon darken the night, tam

ing the silver hills first to pewer and then to bl ackest iron

When she heard the first scream Chyna was gazing at the stars, drawn by their cold Iight as she
had been since chil dhood, fascinated by the thought of distant worlds that night be barren and
clean, free of pestilence. At first the nuffled cry seened to be only a nenory, a

fragment of a shrill argunent from another strange house in the past, echoing across tine. Oten
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as a child, eager to hide fromher nother and her nother's friends when they were drunk or high
she clinbed onto porch roofs or into backyard trees, slipped through wi ndows onto fire escapes,
away to secret places far fromthe fray, where she could study the stars and where voi ces rai sed
in argunent or sexual excitenent or shrill drug-induced giddiness cane to her as though from out
of a radio, fromfaraway places and people who had no connecti on whatsoever with her life.

The second cry, though also brief and only slightly louder than the first, was indisputably of the
nmoment, not a menory, and Chyna sat

forward on her chair. Tense. Head cocked. Li stening.

She wanted to believe that the voice had cone from outside, so she continued to stare into the

ni ght, surveying the vineyards and the hills beyond. Breeze-driven waves swelled through the dry
grass on the noon-washed slopes: a water mrage |ike the ghost tides of an ancient

sea.

From el sewhere in the | arge house cane a soft thunp, as though a

heavy object had fallen to a carpeted fl oor

Chyna i mredi ately rose fromthe chair and stood utterly still, expectant.

Troubl e often foll owed voices raised in one kind of passion or an-

other. Sonetinmes, however, the worst offenses were preceded by cal cul ated silences and stealth.
She had difficulty reconciling the idea of domestic violence with Paul and Sarah Tenpl eton, who
had seened kind and |l oving toward each other as toward their daughter. Neverthel ess, appearances
and realities were seldomthe sane, and the human talent for deception was far greater tha-n that
of the chanel eon, the nockingbird, or the praying mantis, which masked its ferocious cannibalism
with a serene

and devout posture.

Following the s-tifled cries and the soft thunmp, silence sifted down |like a snowfall. The hush was
eerily deep, as unnatural as that in which the deaf lived. This was the stillness before the
pounce, the qui etude of the coiled snake.

In anot her part of the house, sonmeone was standing as notionless as she herself was standing, as
alert as she was, intently listening. Sonmeone dangerous. She could sense the predatory presence, a
subtle new pressure in the air, not dissimlar to that preceding a violent thunderstorm

On one level, six years of psychol ogy cl asses caused her to question her imediate fearfu
interpretation of those night sounds, which conceivably could be insignificant, after all. Any
wel | -trai ned psychoanal yst woul d have a wealth of labels to pin on soneone who |leaped first to a
negative conclusion, who lived in expectation of sudden viol ence.

But she had to trust her instinct. It had been honed by nmany years of hard experience.
Intuitively certain that safety lay in noverment, she stepped quietly away fromthe chair at the
wi ndow, toward the hall door. In spite of the noonglow, her eyes had adjusted to darkness during
the two hours that she had sat in the lightless room and now she eased through the gloomw th no
fear of blundering into furniture.

She was only hal fway to the door when she heard approaching footsteps in the second-floor hall.
The heavy, urgent tread was alien to this house

Unhanpered by the interm nabl e second-guessing that acconpani ed an education in psychol ogy,
reverting to the intuition and defenses of childhood, Chyna quickly retreated to the bed. She
dropped to her knees.

Farther along the hall, the footsteps stopped. A door opened. She was aware of the absurdity of
attributing rage to the nmere opening of a door. The rattle of the knob being turned, the rasp of
the unsecured | atch, the spike-sharp squeak of an unoil ed hinge-they were only sounds, neither
meek nor furious, guilty nor innocent, and could have been made as easily by a priest as by a
burglar. Yet she knew that rage was at work in the night.

Fl at on her stomach, she wriggled under the bed, feet toward the headboard. It was a gracefu
piece of furniture with sturdy gal be legs, and fortunately it didn't sit as close to the floor as
did nost beds. One inch | ess of clearance woul d have prevented her from hiding under it.

Foot steps sounded in the hall again. Another door opened. The guest-roomdoor. Directly opposite
the foot of the bed.

Soneone switched on the lights. Chyna lay with her head turned to one side, her right ear pressed
to the carpet. Staring out fromunder the footboard, she could see a

man's bl ack boots and the I egs of his blue jeans bel ow md-calf.

He stood just inside the threshold, evidently surveying the room He would see a bed still neatly
made at one o' clock in the norning,

Wi mrour ciecorative needl epoint pillows arranged agai nst the headboard.
She had left nothing on the nightstands. No cl othes tossed on
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chairs. The paperback novel that she had brought with her for bedtinme reading was in a bureau

dr awner .

She preferred spaces that were clean and uncluttered to the point of nobnastic sterility. Her
preference m ght now save her life.

Again a faint doubt, the acquired propensity for self-analysis that plagued all psychol ogy
students, flickered through her. If the man in the doorway was someone with a right to be in the
house- Paul Tenpl eton or Laura's brother, Jack, who lived with his wife in the vineyard manager's
bungal ow el sewhere on the property-and if some crisis was unfol ding that expl ai ned why he woul d
burst into her roomw thout knocking, she was going to appear to be a prine fool, if not a
hysteric, when she crawl ed out fromunder the bed.

Then, directly in front of the black boots, a fat red dropletanother, and a third-fell to the
wheat - gol d carpet. Plop-plop-plop. Blood. The first two soaked into the thick nylon pile. The
third held its surface tension, shimering |ike a ruby.

Chyna knew the bl ood wasn't that of the intruder. She tried not to

think about the sharp instrunent fromwhich it mght have fallen

He noved off to her right, deeper into the room and she rolled her eyes to follow him

The bed had carved side rails into which the spread was tightly tucked. No overhanging fabric
obstructed her view of his boots.

bversely, without a spread draped to the floor, the space under the bed was nore visible to him
From certain angl es, he m ght even

be able to | ook down and see a swatch of her blue jeans, the toe of one of her Rockports, the
cranberry-red sl eeve of her cotton sweater

where it stretched over her bent el bow

She was thankful that the bed was queen-size, offering nore cover

than a single or double.

If he was breathing hard, either with excitenent or with the rage that she had sensed in his
approach, Chyna couldn't hear him Wth

one ear pressed tightly to the plush carpet, she was half deaf. Wod slats and box springs wei ghed
on her back, and her chest barely had

roomto expand to accommodat e her own shall ow, cautious, opennouth inhal ations. The hammering of
her conpressed heart against her breastbone echoed tynpanically within her, and it seemed to fill
the cl austrophobic confines of her hiding place to such an extent that

the intruder was certain to hear

He went to the bathroom pushed open the door, and flicked on

the Iights.

She had put away all her toiletries in the nedicine cabinet. Even

her toothbrush. Nothing lay out that might alert himto her presence.

But was the sink dry? On retiring to her roomat eleven o' clock, she had used the toilet and then
had washed her hands. That was two hours ago. Any residual water in the bow surely would have
drai ned away or evapor at ed.

Lenon-scented liquid soap in a punp di spenser was provi ded at

the sink. Fortunately, there was no danp bar of soap to betray her

She worried about the hand towel. She doubted that it could still be danp two hours after the
little use she had nmade of it. Nonetheless, in spite of a propensity for neatness and order, she
m ght have left it hanging ever so slightly askew or with one telltale winkle.

He seened to stand on the bathroomthreshold for an eternity. Then he switched off the fluorescent
light and returned to the bed-

room

Cccasionally, as a little girl-and then not so little-Chyna had taken refuge under beds. Sonetines
they | ooked for her there; some-

.mes, though it was the nost obvious of all hidey-holes, they never thought to | ook. O those who
found her, a few had checked under the bed first-but nost had left it for |ast.

Another red droplet fell to the carpet, as though the beast m ght be shedding slow tears of bl ood.
He noved toward the closet door. Chyna had to turn her head slightly, straining her neck, to keep
track of him

The cl oset was deep, a walk-in with a chain-pull light in the cen-

ter. She heard the distinctive snap of the tugged switch, then the clinking of the netal beads in
the chain as they rattled against the light bulb

The Tenpl etons stored their own |uggage at the back of that closet. Stacked with the other

sui tcases, Chyna's single bag and train

case were not obviously those of a guest in residence.
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She had brought several changes of clothes: two dresses, two skirts, another pair of jeans, a pair
of chinos, a leather jacket. Because Chyna was the sane size as Laura, the intruder m ght concl ude
that the few

garments on tne roa were just spillovers tromttie packecl closet in Laura's roomrather than

evi dence of a houseguest. If he had been in Laura's bedroom however, and had seen the condition
of her closet-then what had happened to Laura?

She must not think about that. Not now. Not yet. For the nonment, she needed to focus all her
thoughts, all her wits, on staying alive.

Ei ght een years ago, on the night of her eighth birthday, in a seaside cottage on Key Wst, Chyna
had squi rmed under her bed to hide fromJimWlIltz, her nother's friend. A storm had been raging
fromthe Gul f of Mexico, and the sky-blistering |ightning had nade her fearful of es-

caping to the sanctuary of the beach where she'd retreated on other nights. After conmitting
herself to the cranped space under that iron bed, which had been | ower slung than this one, she
had di scovered that she was sharing it with a palnetto beetle. Palnettos were not as exotic or as
pretty as their nane. In fact, they were nothing nore than enornous tropi cal cockroaches. This one
had been as large as her little-girl hand. Odinarily the hateful bug would have scurried away
fromher. But it had seened | ess alarnmed by her than by the thundering Wltz, who had crashed
around her small roomin a drunken fury, rebounding tirelessly fromthe furniture and the walls,
like an enraged animal throwing itself against the bars of its cage. Chyna had been barefoot,
dressed in blue shorts and a white tube top, and the palnetto beetle had raced in a frenzy over

all that exposed skin, between her toes, up and down her |egs and up again, across her back, along
her neck, into her hair, over her shoulder, the length of her slender arm She hadn't dared to

squeal in revulsion, afraid of drawing Wltzs attention. He had been wild that night, like a
monster froma dream and she had been con-
vinced that, like all nonsters, he possessed supernaturally keen sight and hearing, the better to

hunt children. She hadn't even found the courage to strike out at the beetle or knock it away, for
fear that Witz would hear the snmall est sound even over the shriek of the stormand the incessant
crashing of thunder. She had endured the palnmetto's attentions in order to avoid those of Wltz,
clenching her teeth to bite off a scream praying desperately for God to save her, then praying
harder for God to take her, praying for an end to the tornent even if by a bolt of lightning, an
end to the tornment, an end, dear God, an end.

Now, al though she wasn't sharing the space under this gal be-1eg bed with any cockroach, Chyna
could feel one crawing over her toes as if she were that barefoot girl again, scurrying up her
legs as if she were wearing not jeans but cotton shorts. She had never again worn

her hair 1ong since the night ot her eighth birthday, when the bug had burrowed through her
tresses, but now she felt the ghost of that palnetto in her closely cropped hair.

The man in the closet, perhaps capable of atrocities infinitely worse than the w ckedest dreans of
Wl tz, tugged on the chain-pull. The Iight went out with a click followed by a tinkle of neta
beads.

The booted feet reappeared and approached the bed. A fresh tear of blood glistened on the curve of
bl ack | eat her.

He was going to drop to one knee beside the bed. Dear CGod, be'llfind ne cowering like a child,
choking on ny own stifled scream in a cold sweat, all dignity lost in the desperate struggle to
stay alive, untouched and alive, untouched and alive.

She had the crazy feeling that when he peered under the side rail, face-to-face with her, he would
be not a man but an enornous palnmetto with nultifaceted bl ack eyes.

She had been reduced to the hel pl essness of childhood, to the prinmal fear that she had hoped never
to know again. He had stolen fromher the self-respect that she had earned fromyears of

endur ancet hat she had earned, God damm himand the injustice of it filled her eyes with bitter
tears.

But then his blurred boots turned away from her and kept noving. He wal ked past the bed to the
open door.

What ever he'd thought about the clothes hanging in the closet, apparently he had not inferred from
them that the guest room was occupi ed.

She blinked furiously, clearing her tear-blurred vision. He stopped and turned, evidently studying
t he bedroom one | ast tine.

Lest he hear her chil d-shall ow exhal ati ons, Chyna held her breath. She was glad that she wore no
perfune. She was certain that he woul d have snelled her.

He switched off the light, stepped into the hall, and pulled the door shut as he went.

H s footsteps noved off the way he had cone, for her roomwas the |last on the second floor. Hs
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tread swiftly faded, cloaked by the fierce pounding of her heart.

Her first inclination was to remain in that narrow haven between the carpet and the box springs,
wait until daybreak or even longer, wait until there came a |ong silence that ceased to seemlike
the stillness of a crouched predator

DUL S11C U U1l L Y,110WWM. 11aU 1lappCliCU LO 1@UFa, raw, or 3aran. Any of themall of them

m ght be alive, grievously wounded but draw ng breath. The intruder m ght even be keeping them
alive to torture themat his leisure. Any newspaper regularly reported stories of cruelty no worse
than the possible scenarios that now unreeled vividly in her mind. And if any of the Tenpl etons
still lived, Chyna might be their only hope of survival

She had crawl ed out of all the many hi deaways of her childhood with | ess fear than she felt when
she hesitantly slid out fromunder this bed. O course she had nore to | ose now than before she
had wal ked out on her nother, ten years ago: a decent life built on a decade of ceasel ess struggle
and hard-won self-respect. It seened nadness to take this risk when safety was assured sinply by
her staying put. But personal safety at the expense of others was cowardi ce, and cowardice

was a right only of small children who | acked the strength and experience to defend thensel ves.
She couldn't sinply retreat into the defensive detachnment of her chil dhood. Doing so woul d nean
the end of all self-respect. Slowmtion suicide. It's not possible to retreat into a bottomnl ess
pit-one can only plunge.

In the open once nore, she rose into a crouch beside the bed. For a while that was as far as she
got. She was frozen by the expectation that the door would crash open and that the intruder would
burst in again.

The house was as echo-free as any airless noon. Chyna rose to her feet and silently crossed the
dark guest room

Unable to see the trio of blood drops, she tried to step around the place where they had fallen
earlier.

She pressed her left ear to the crack between the door and the janb, |istening for novenent or
breathing in the hall. She heard nothing, yet she renai ned suspicious.

He could be on the other side of the door. Sniling. Deeply anused to think that she was |i stening.
Biding his tine. Patient because he knew that eventually she would open the door and step into his
ar ns.

Screw it. She put her hand on the knob, turned it cautiously, and winced as the spring |latch
scraped softly out of its notch. At |least the hinges were lubricated and silent.

Even in the inkiness to which her vision had not totally readapted, she could see that no one was
wai ting for her. She stepped out of her room and soundl essly pulled the door shut.

The guest quarters were off the shorter armof the L-shaped upstairs hall. To her right were the
back stairs, which led down to the kitchen. To her left lay the turn into the longer armof the L.
She rul ed out the back stairs. She had descended themearlier in the evening, when she and Laura
went out to wal k the vineyards. They were wooden and worn. They creaked and popped. The stairwell
acted as an anplifier, as hollow and efficient as a steel drum Wth the house so preternaturally
silent, it would be inpossible to creep down the back stairs undetected.

The second-floor hall and the front stairs, on the other hand, were plushly carpeted.

From around the corner, sonmewhere along the nmain hallway, cane a soft anber glow. In the

wal | paper, the delicate pattern of faded roses appeared to absorb the |ight rather than reflect
it, acquiring an enigmatic depth that it had not previously possessed.

If the intruder had been standi ng anywhere between the junction of the hallways and the source of
the Iight, he would have cast a distorted shadow across that |um nous paper garden or on the
wheat gol d carpet. There was no shadow.

Keepi ng her back close to the wall, Chyna edged to the corner, hesitated, and | eaned out to scout
the way ahead. The mai n hall way was deserted.

Two sources of faint anmber light relieved the gloom The first came froma hal f-open door on the
right: Paul and Sarah's suite. The second was nuch farther down the hallway, past the front
stairs, on the left: Laura's room

The other doors all seened to be closed. She didn't know what |ay beyond them Perhaps other
bedroons, a bath, an upstairs study, closets. Al though Chyna was nost drawn to-and nost afraid of-
the lighted roons, every closed door was al so a danger

The unpl unmbabl e silence tenpted her to believe that the intruder had gone. This was a tenptation
best resisted.

Forward, then, through the paper arbor of printed roses to the hal f-open door of the nmaster suite.
Hesitating there. On the brink

When she found whatever waited to be found, all her illusions of order and stability mnight
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di ssolve. The truth of life might then re-

asserL nseu, arcer ren years auring wiicii sne tiact diligently denied it: chaos, like the flow of
a stream of nercury, its course unpredictable.

The man in the blue jeans and bl ack boots mi ght have returned to

the master suite after leaving the guest room but nore likely not. Other anusenments in the house
woul d no doubt be nore appealing to him

Fearful of lingering too long in the hall, she sidled across the threshold, w thout pushing the
door open wi der.

Paul and Sarah's room was spacious. A sitting area included a pair of arnthairs and footstools
facing a fireplace. Bookshelves crammed with hardcovers flanked the mantel, their titles lost in
shadows.

The nightstand | anps were colorfully patterned ginger jars with pleated shades. One of them was
aglow, crinmson streaks and blots stained its shade.

Chyna stopped well short of the foot of the bed, already close enough to see too nmuch. Neither
Paul nor Sarah was there, but the sheets and bl ankets were in tangled disarray, trailing onto the
floor on the right side of the bed. On the left, the linens were soaked with bl ood, and a wet
spray glistened on the headboard and in an arc across the wall

She cl osed her eyes. Heard sonething. Spun around, crouching in expectation of an assault. She was
al one.

The noi se had al ways been there, a background hi ss-patter-splash of falling water. She hadn't
heard it on entering the room because she had been deafened by bl oodstains as |oud as the angry
shouting of a

maddened nob.

Synest besia. The word had stuck with her froma psychol ogy text, nore because she thought it was a
beauti ful arrangenent of syllables than because she expected ever to experience it herself.

Synest hesia: a

confusion of the senses in which a scent mght register as a flash of color, a sound actually

nm ght be perceived as a scent, and the texture of a surface under the hand night seemto be a
trilling laugh or a scream

Cl osing her eyes had bl ocked out the roar of the bl oodstains, whereupon she had heard the falling
wat er. Now she recognized it as

the sound of the shower in the adjoining bathroom

That door was ajar half an inch. For the first tine since she had entered fromthe hallway, Chyna
noticed the thin band of fluorescent |ight along the bathroomjanb.

When she | ooked away fromthat door, reluctant to confront what night wait beyond it, she spotted
the tel ephone on the right-hand

ni ghtstand. That was the side of the bed wi thout blood, which nmade it nore approachable for her
She lifted the handset fromthe cradle. No dial tone. She had not expected to hear one. Nothing
was ever that easy.

She opened the single drawer on the nightstand, hoping to find a handgun. No | uck

Still certain that her only hope of safety lay in novenent, that crawling into a hole and hiding
shoul d al ways be the strategy of last resort, Chyna had gone around to the other side of the king-
size bed before she quite realized that she had taken a first step. In front of the bathroom door
the carpet was badly stained.

G i maci ng, she went to the second ni ghtstand and eased open the drawer. In the nortal fall of
Iight, she discovered a pair of reading glasses with yellow reflections in the hal f-nmoon | enses, a
paper back nmen's adventure novel, a box of Kleenex, a tube of lip balm but no weapon.

As she cl osed the drawer, she snelled burned gunpowder underlying the hot-copper stench of fresh
bl ood.

She was familiar with that odor. Over the years, nore than a few of her nother's friends either
had used guns to get what they wanted or

had been at |east fascinated by them

Chyna had heard no shots. The intruder evidently had a weapon with a sound suppressor

Water continued to cascade into the shower beyond the door. That susurrous splash, though soft and
soot hi ng under other circunmstances, now abraded her nerves as effectively as the whine of a
dentist's drill.

She was sure that the intruder wasn't in the bathroom H's work here was done. He was busy

el sewhere in the house.

Ri ght this mnute she was not as frightened of the man hinsel f as she was of discovering exactly
what he had done. But the choice before her was the essence of the entire human agony: not know ng
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was ultimately worse than know ng.

At | ast she pushed open the door. Squinting, she entered the fluorescent glare.

The roomy bath featured yell ow and white ceramic tile. On the walls at chair-rail height and
around the edges of the vanity and | avatory counters ran a decorative tile band of daffodils and
green | eaves. She had expected nore bl ood.

Paul Tenpl eton was propped on the toilet in his blue pajams. Lengths of w de strapping tape
across his lap fixed himto the bowl. Mre tape encircled both his chest and the toilet tank
hol di ng hi m upri ght.

Through the senitransparent bands of tape, three separate bullet wounds were visible in his chest.
There m ght have been nore than three. She didn't care to | ook for them and had no need to know.
He appeared to have died instantly, nost likely in his sleep, and to have been dead before he was
brought into the bathroom

Gief welled in her, black and cold. Survival nmeant repressing it at

all costs, and surviving was the thing that she did best.

A col l ar of strapping tape around Paul's neck becane a | eash that tethered himto a hand-towel
rack on the wall behind the toilet. The purpose was to prevent his head fromfalling forward onto
his chestand to direct his dead gaze toward the shower. Hi s eyelids were taped open, and in his
right eye was a starburst henorrhage.

Shudderi ng, Chyna | ooked away from him Al though the intruder had needed to kill Paul in his sleep
to es-

tablish control of the house quickly, here he had been fantasizing that the husband was being
forced to watch the atrocities comitted against the wife.

This was a classic tableau, a favorite of those sociopaths who took delight in performng for
their victinms. They actually seemed to believe that for a while the recently dead could still see,
still hear, and were thus capable of adnmiring the bold antics and posing of a tor-

ment or who feared neither man nor God. Textbooks described the delusion. In one of her aberrant-
psychol ogy cl asses at UCSF, a

speaker fromthe FBI's Behavi oral Science Section had given them nore graphic descriptions of such
scenes than any textbooks coul d provide.

Fi rst hand, however, the inpact of this brutality was worse than words coul d convey. Al nost

paral yzing. Chyna's legs felt heavy and stiff. The tingling in her hands was incipi ent nunbness.
Sarah Tenpleton was in the stall shower, which was separate fromthe tub. Al though the gl ass door
was cl osed-and frosted-Chyna was

able to see a faint, vaguely pinkish shape huddl ed on the shower fl oor.

On the face of the soffit above the glass door, the killer had printed two words. The bl ack

| etters appeared to have been nade with multiple strokes of an eyebrow pencil: DI RTY Bl TCH
Chyna had never wanted anything as nuch as she wanted to be free of the obligation to | ook into
this shower stall. Surely Sarah coul d not

be alive.

Yet if she turned away wi thout being certain that the woman was

beyond all help, ineradicable guilt would ensure that her own survival would becone a kind of
wal ki ng deat h.

Besi des, she had commtted her life to trying to understand this very aspect of human cruelty, and
no published case study woul d ever

bring her closer to conprehension than night the things that she saw

here. In this house, on this night, the bl eak | andscape of the sociopathic nmind had been
externalized.

Echoing off the tile walls, the sizzle-splash of the falling water

sounded |ike the hissing of serpents and the brittle [aughter of strange children

The water nust be cold. Otherw se, steam woul d, have been seething over the top of the shower

encl osure.

Chyna hel d her breath, gripped the anodi zed al um num handl e, and opened the stall door

Sarah Tenpl eton had been wearing a pal e-green teddy and matching panties. Her garnments were in a
sodden ball in one corner of the shower.

After her husband had been shot, the wonman had evidently been hanmmered unconsci ous, perhaps with
the butt of the gun. Then she had been gagged; her cheeks bul ged with whatever rag had been forced
into her nmouth. Strips of strapping tape had sealed her lips, but in the relentless icy spray, the
edges of the tape had begun to peel away from her skin.

Wth Sarah, the killer had used a knife. She was not alive. Chyna quietly closed the stall door

If there was such a thing as nmercy, then Sarah Tenpl eton had never regai ned any awareness after
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bei ng knocked unconsci ous.

She remenbered the hug that Sarah had given her on the front wal k when she had first arrived with
Laura. Repressing tears, she wi shed that she herself were dead instead of the precious worman in
the shower stall. Indeed, she was half dead and | ess alive by the mnute, because a piece of her
heart died with each of these people.

Chyna returned to the bedroom She noved away fromthe bed but didn't go i mediately toward the
hal | door. Instead, she stood in the darkest corner, shaking uncontrollably.

Her stomach rolled. An acidic burning rose in her chest, and a bitter taste filled the back of her
mout h. She suppressed an urge to vomt. The killer mght hear her retching, and then he woul d cone
to get her.

Al t hough she'd net Laura's parents only the previous afternoon, Chyna had known them al so from her
friend s numerous anecdotes and colorful stories of famly adventures. She shoul d have felt even
nmore grief than she did, but she had only a limted capacity for it right now Later it would hit
her harder. Gief thrived in a quiet heart, and right now hers thundered with terror and
revul si on.

She was shocked that the killer had done so nmuch damage while she had sat, unknow ng, at the guest-
room wi ndow, brooding on the stars and thinking of other nights when she had gazed at them from
rooftops, backyard trees, and beaches. From what she'd seen, he had taken at least ten or fifteen
m nutes with Paul and Sarah before searching the rest of the |arge house to | ocate and over power
the re-

mai ni ng occupants.

Sormetimes a man like this got a special thrill fromrisking interruption, even apprehension

Per haps a hal f-asl eep, bewildered child would be drawn into the parents'room by some commoti on and
then woul d have to be pursued and dragged down before escaping the house. Such possibilities

hei ght ened the pleasure that the creep took fromhis activities in the bedroomand the bath.

This was a pleasure to him A conpul sion, but not one over which he despaired. Fun. His
recreation. No guilt-therefore, no angui sh. Savagery gl addened him

Sonewhere in the house, he was either at play or resting until he was ready to begin the gane

agai n.

As her shakes subsided to shivers, Chyna grew increasingly afraid for Laura. Those two nuffled
cries, mnutes ago, had surely cone

after Sarah was al ready dead, so Laura nust have been surprised in her sleep by a man snelling of
her mother's bl ood. As soon as he had overpowered and secured her, he had hurried to search the
rest of the second floor, concerned that another nenber of the fam ly m ght have been al erted by
her stifled screans.

He nmi ght not have returned i nmediately to Laura. Having found no one in any of the other roons,
confident that the house was firmy under his reign, he nost |ikely had gone exploring. If the

t ext books were correct, he would probably wish to violate every private space.

Pore through the contents of his host's and hostess's closets and desk drawers. Eat food from
their refrigerator. Read their nmail. Perhaps finger and snmell the soiled clothing in the | aundry-
room hanper. If he could |ocate collections 'of family photographs, he might even sit in the den
for an hour or longer, anusing hinmself with those al buns.

Sooner or later, however, he would return to Laura. Sarah Tenpl eton had been an extrenely
attractive woman, but night visitors like this man were drawn toward youth; they fed on innocence.
Laura was his neat of choice, as irresistible as birds' eggs to

certain tree-clinbing serpents.

When at | ast Chyna overcane her racking nausea and was certain that she wouldn't betray herself by
bei ng suddenly and violently sick, she crept out of the corner and silently crossed the room

She woul dn't have been safe in the master suite anyway. Before the visitor left, he was likely to
return here for one last | ook at poor Sarah in the shower with her slender arns crossed in a
pathetic and ineffective posture of defense.

At the hal f-open door, Chyna paused to listen. Directly across the hall, the faded roses on the
wal | paper seemed nore nysterious than ever. The pattern had such enigmatic depth that she was

al rost convinced she night be able to part the thorny vines and step out of that paper arbor into
a sunny real mwhere, when she | ooked back, this house would not exist.

Wth the light fromthe nightstand | anp behind her, she could not ease cautiously into the doorway
and take her tine peeking left and right, because when she noved onto the threshold, she would
cast a

shadow on those faded roses across the hall. Dawdling behind that un-

avoi dabl e announcenent of herself would be dangerous.
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Seduced by a long silence that seened to promni se safety, she finally sidled between the half-open
door and the janb, into the hallway@and he was tbere. Ten feet away. Near the head of the front
stairs, which lay to the right. Hs back was to her

She froze. Half in the hallway. Half on the threshold to the master suite. If he turned, she would
not be able to slip away before he glinpsed her fromthe corner of his eye-yet she was unable to
move now while there was still a chance to avoid him She was afraid that if she made any sound
what soever, he would hear it and spin toward her. Even the microwhi spers of carpet fibers
conpressi ng under her shoe, if she noved, seened certain to draw his attention

The visitor was doi ng sonething so bizarre that Chyna was as

transfixed by his activity as by her fear. H s hands were raised in front of him stretched as
hi gh as he could reach, and his spread fingers | anguorously conbed the air. He seened to be in a
trance, as though trying to seine psychic inpressions fromthe ether

He was a big man. Six feet two, naybe even taller. Miscular. Narrow wai st, enornous shoulders. His
deni mjacket stretched tautly across his broad back

His hair was thick and brown, neady barbered agai nst the nape of his bull neck, but Chyna could
not see his face. She hoped never to see it.

H s seining fingers, stained with bl ood, |ooked crushingly strong. He would be able to choke the
life out of her with a single-hand grip. "Conme to nme," he murnmnured.

Even in a whisper, his rough voice had a tinmbre and a power that were nmagnetic. "Conme to ne."

He seenmed to be speaking not to a vision that only he could see but to Cbyna, as if his senses
were so acute that he had been able to detect her nerely fromthe novenent of the air that she had
di spl aced when she'd stepped soundl essly through the doorway.

Then she saw the spider. It dangled fromthe ceiling on a gossamer filament a foot above the
killer's reaching hands. "Please."

As if responding to the man's supplications, the spider spun out its thread, descending.

The killer stopped reaching, taned his hand palmup. "Little one," he breathed.

Fat and bl ack, the obedient spider reeled itself down into the big open palm

The killer brought his hand to his nmouth and tipped his head back slightly. He either crushed the
spider and ate it-or ate it alive.

He stood motionl ess, savoring. Finally, wthout |ooking back, he went to the head of the stairs on
the right, at the mdpoint of the hallway, and descended spi der-quick and al nost spider-silent to
the first floor.

Chyna shuddered, stunned to be alive.

The house held a drowni ng depth of stillness as a dam held water, with trenmendous pent-up power
and pressure on the breast.

When Chyna found the courage to nmove, she cautiously approached the head of the stairs. She feared
that the visitor had not fully descended to the first floor, that he was toying with her, standing
just out of sight, waiting, smling. He would reach for her, palns up, and say, Cone to ne.

She held her breath, risked exposure, and | ooked down. The stairs curved through gradients of
gloomto the foyer bel ow. She could see

just well enough to be sure that he wasn't there.

As far as Chyna could discern, no | anps were on downstairs. She wondered what he was doing in that
dar kness, guided only by the pale noongl ow at the wi ndows. Perhaps he was in a coner, crouched
like a spider, sensitive to the faintest changes in the patterns of the air, dream ng of silent
stal ki ngs and the frenzied rending of prey.

She went quickly past the head of the stairs, into the last length of hallway, to the next open
door and the second source of anber |ight, dreading what she night find. But she could cope with
both the dread and the finding. it was always not know ng, turning away fromtruth, that caused

ni ght sweats and bad dreans.

This roomwas snaller than the naster suite, with no sitting area. A corner desk. A double bed.
One nightstand with a brass lanp, a dresser, a vanity with a padded bench

On the wall above the bed was a poster-size portrait of Freud. Chyna | oathed Freud. But Laura,

dear of heart and idealistic, clung to a belief in nmany aspects of Freudi an theory; she enbraced
the dream

of a guiltless world, with everyone a victimof his troubled past and yearning for rehabilitation
Laura was |ying facedown on the bed, atop the sheets and the bl ankets. Her wists were handcuffed
behi nd her. A second pair of handcuffs secured her ankles. Linking both of those shiny stee
restraints

was a shackling chain.
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She had been viol ated. The pants of her baggy bl ue paj anas had been cut off with a neatness worthy
of a conscientious tailor; the blue panels of cloth had been snpot hed across the bl ankets to both
sides of her. The pajama shirt had been shoved up her back; now it was gathered in runpled folds
across her shoul ders and the nape of her neck.

Chyna noved deeper into the room her fear equal ed now by a swelling sorrow that seened to enl arge
her heart yet leave it cold and enpty. Wen she caught a faint odor of spilled senmen, her fear and
sorrow were matched by anger. As she stooped beside the bed, her hands curled into such hard fists
that her fingernails pressed painfully into her pal ns.

Sweat - danp bl ond hair was pasted to the side of Laura's face. Her delicate features were salt-pale
and cl enched in anxiety, and her eyes were squeezed tightly shut.

She was not dead. Not dead. It seened inpossible. The girl-terror had reduced her to the condition
of a girl-was murmuring so softly that the words couldn't be heard even froma di stance of inches,
yet so urgently that the neaning was harrowingly clear. It was a prayer, one that Chyna had
recited on nunerous nights long ago, in far places: a prayer for nercy, a plea to be delivered
fromthis horror untouched and alive, dear CGod, please, untouched and alive.

On those other nights, Chyna had been spared both violation and death. Already, half of Laura's
petition had gone unanswer ed.

Chyna's throat tightened with anguish, and she could barely speak: "It's ne." Laura's eyelids
sprang open, and her blue eyes rolled like those of a terrified horse, wide with disbelief. "Al
dead." "Ssshhh," Chyna whi spered. "Blood. Hi s hands." "Ssshhh. 1'Il get you out of here." "Stank

li ke bl ood. Jack's dead. N na. Everyone."

Jack, her brother, whom Chyna had not net. N na, her sister-inlaw. Evidently the killer had been
to the vineyard manager's bungal ow before coming to the nain house. Four dead. There was no help
to be found anywhere on the sprawling property.

Chyna gl anced worriedly at the open door, then quickly rose to

test the handcuffs on Laura's wists. Securely | ocked.

Wth fettered hands and fettered ankles |inked by a chain, Laura was thoroughly hobbl ed. She

woul dn't be able to stand, |et al one wal k.

Chyna wasn't strong enough to carry her. She saw her reflection in the vanity mrror across the
room and she realized with a shock how nakedly her terror was reveal ed in her wenched face.
Trying to | ook nore conposed for Laura's sake, Chyna stopped beside the bed again and nurnured

al rost as softly as her friend had been praying: "lIs there a gun?" "Wat?" "A gun in the house?"
"No." "Nowhere in the house?" "No, no."

44Shit." "Jack." "What?" "Has one.” "A gun? At the bungal ow?" Chyna asked. "Jack has a gun." Chyna
didn't have tinme to get to the bungal ow and back before the killer returned to Laura's room
Anyway, nore likely than not, he had already found the gun and confiscated it. "Do you know who he
is?" "No." Laura's sky-blue eyes appeared to darken with despair. "Get out." "I'Il find a weapon."
"Cet out," Laura whispered nore urgently, cold sweat glistening on her brow. "A knife," Chyna
said. "Don't die for ne." Then, sotto voce, tremulously but fiercely, fiercely she said: "Run,
Chyna. Oh, God, please run!™ "I'll be back."

"Run. 11

From out si de, a sound arose. A truck engi ne. Approaching. Astonished, Chyna shot to her feet.
"Soneone's coning. Help's comng."

Laura's bedroomwas toward the front of the house. Chyna stepped to the nearer of two w ndows,

whi ch provided a view of the half-nile driveway leading in fromthe two-lane county road.

A quarter of a nmile away, bright headlights pierced the night. judging by the height of the lights
fromthe ground, Chyna concluded that the truck was big.

How miracul ous that anyone would show up at this hour, in this lonely place.

As a thrill of hope swept through Chyna, she realized that the killer would have heard the engine
too. The nman or nmen in the truck wouldn't know what trouble they were getting into. Wen they
stopped in front of the house, they would be dead nen breathing. "Hold on," she said, touched
Laura's danp forehead to reassure her, and then crossed the roomto the door, |eaving her friend
under the smug and sonber gaze of Sigmund Freud.

The hal Il way was deserted. Chyna hurried to the head of the curved stairs, hesitated to com

mt herself to the tenebrous lair below, but then realized that she had nowhere el se to go. She
went down as fast as she dared w thout the support of the handrail. Staying clear of the

bal ustrade. Too exposed there. Close to the wall was better

She quickly passed a series of |large |andscape paintings in ornate frames, which seened al npbst to
be wi ndows on actual pastoral vistas. Earlier, they had been bright and cheerful scenes. Now they
wer e
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omi nous: goblin forests, black rivers, killing fields.

The foyer. An oval area rug on polished oak. Through a closed door to the right was Paul

Tenpl eton's study. Through the archway on the left was the dark |iving room

The killer could be anywhere. Qutside, the roar of the truck grew |louder. It was alnost to the
house. The driver would be shot through the w ndshield the noment that he braked to a stop. O
gunned down when he stepped out from behind the steering wheel

Chyna had to warn him not solely for his sake but for her own, for Laura's. He was their only
hope.

Certain that the spider-eating intruder was nearby, she expected a

savage attack and, abandoning caution,flew at the front door. The oval rug rucked beneath her
feet, twisted, and nearly spun out fromunder her. She stunbled, reached out to break her fall,
and sl anmed both palns flat against the front door

Such a noi se, hellacious noise, boom ng through the house, had surely drawn the killer's attention
away fromthe approaching truck.

Chyna funbl ed, found the knob, and twisted it. The door was un-

| ocked. Gasping, she pulled it open

A cool breeze out of the northwest, faintly scented by freshly turned vineyard earth and

fungi cide, whistled through the bare Iinbs of the naple trees that flanked the front wal kway.
Snuffling li ke a pack of hounds, it rushed past her into the foyer as she stepped out onto the
front porch.

The truck had al ready passed the house and was heading away fromher. It would cone around for a
second approach on the end-loop of the driveway, which was w de enough to accomrpdat e produce
haul ers in the harvest season, and park facing out toward the county road. But it wasn't a truck
after all. A notor hone. An older nodel with rounded lines, well kept, forty feet long, either

bl ue or green. Its chronme glimered |ike quicksilver under the | ate-w nter noon.

Amazed that she had not yet been stabbed or shot or struck from behind, glancing back at the open
front door where the killer hadn't yet appeared, Chyna headed for the porch steps.

The notor hone rounded the end of the |oop, beginning to turn toward her. Its twin beans swept
across the Tenpl etons' barn and ot her out buil di ngs.

Larch and mapl e and evergreen shadows fled before the arcing headlights. They flickered darkly
through the trellis at the end of the porch, along the white balustrade, across the Iawn and the
stone wal kway, stretching inpossibly, swooping into the night as if trying frantically to tear
free of the trees that cast them

The deep quiet in the house, the lack of lights downstairs, the killer's failure to attack her as
she escaped, the tinely arrival of the notor hone-suddenly all of those things nade chilling
sense. The killer was driving the nmotor hone. "No."

Chyna swiftly retreated fromthe porch steps and scranbl ed back into the foyer

At her heels, the headlights cane all the way around the end of the driveway |oop. They pierced
the trellis grid, projecting geonetric patterns across the porch floor and the front wall of the
house.

She cl osed the door and funbled for the big | ock above the knob. Found the thunb-turn. Engaged the
heavy deadbol t.

Then she realized her m stake. The front door had been unl ocked because the killer had gone out
that way. If he found it |ocked now, he woul d know that Laura wasn't the only person alive in the
house, and the hunt woul d begi n.

Her sweaty fingers slipped on the brass thumb-turn, but the bolt snapped open with a hard cl ack
Earlier, he must have parked the vehicle near the end of the halfnmile-1ong driveway, out toward
the county road, and nmust have wal ked to the house.

Now tires crunched through gravel. Air brakes issued a soft whoosh and a softer whine, and the
notor home cane to a full stop in front of the house.

Renenbering the oval rug that had turned under her feet and had nearly sent her sprawing, Chyna
dropped to her knees. She crawl ed across the wool, snoothing the runples with her hands. If the
killer tripped over the disarranged rug, he would know that it hadn't been in that condition when
he'd left.

Foot st eps arose outside: boot heels ringing off the flagstone wal kway.

Chyna came to her feet and turned toward the study. No good. She couldn't know for sure where he
woul d go when he reentered the house, and if he stepped into the study, she would be trapped in
there with him

H s tread echoed hollowy fromthe wooden porch steps. Chyna | unged across the foyer, through the
archway, into the dark living roomand inredi ately came to a halt, afraid of stunmbling into
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furniture and knocking it over. She edged forward, feeling her way with both hands, vision
hanpered by the nuddy-red ghost inmages of the notor-hone headlights, which still floated faintly
across her retinas.

The front door opened. Less than hal fway across the living room Chyna squatted besi de an
arnchair. If the killer entered and switched on the |ights, he would see her

Wt hout closing the door behind him the nan appeared in the foyer, beyond the arch. He was dimy
linmed by the glow fromthe

second-fl oor hallway. He passed the living roomand went directly to

the stairs

Laura. Chyna still had no weapon. She thought of the fireplace poker. Not good enough. Unless she
caved in his skull on the first blow or broke his arm he would west the poker away from her. She
had the strength of terror, but nmaybe that woul dn't be enough

Rat her than rise to her feet and blunder blindly across the living room she stayed down and
crawl ed because it was safer and qui cker. She reached the dining-roomarchway and angl ed toward
where she thought she'd find the kitchen door

She thunped into a chair. It rattled against a table leg. On the table, sonething shifted with a
clink-clink, and she renenbered seeing carefully arranged ceramic fruit in a copper bow .

She didn't think that he could have heard these sounds all the way upstairs, so she kept going.
There was nothing to do but keep goi ng anyway, whether he had heard or not.

When she reached the swi ngi ng door sooner than she had expected, she got to her feet.

Though the infiltrating noonlight was already dim it suddenly faded away, causing the flesh on
the nape of her neck to crawl with a dire expectation. She turned, pressing her back against the
doorfrane, certain that the killer was close behind her, silhouetted in front of a

wi ndow, bl ocking the lunar glow, but he wasn't there. The silver radi-

ance no | onger painted the glass. Evidently the stormclouds, rolling out of the northwest since
before m dni ght, had finally shrouded the noon.

Pushi ng on the swi nging door, she went into the kitchen. She wouldn't need to switch on the
overhead fluorescent panels. The upper of the double ovens featured a digital clock with green nu-
merals that emitted a surprising amount of |ight, enough to allow her to find her way around the
room

She recall ed having seen a section of butcher-block countertop to one side of the stainless-stee
sinks. The sinks were in front of the wider of the two wi ndows. She slid her hand along the cold
granite counters until she | ocated the remenbered wooden surface.

The house above her seened filled with a higher order of silence than ever before.

fflhat @the bastard doing up there in all that silence, up there in all that silence with Laura?
Under the butcher block was a drawer where she expected to find knives. Found them Neatly slotted
in a hol der.

She wi t hdrew one. Too short. Another. This one was a bread knife with a blunt round end. The third
that she selected proved to be a butcher knife. She carefully tested the cutting edge against the
ball of her thumb and found it satisfyingly sharp.

Upstairs, Laura screaned. Chyna started toward the dining-roomdoor but sensed intuitively that
she dared not go that way. She rushed instead to the back stairs, even though they couldn't be
clinbed without making noi se.

She switched on the light in the stairwell. The killer could not see her here.

From the second floor, Laura cried out again-a terrible wail of despair, pain, horror, like a cry
that m ght have been heard in the poisongas chanbers at Dachau or in the wi ndow ess interrogation
roons of Siberian prisons during the era of the gulags. It was not a screamfor help or even a
begging for mercy, but a plea for rel ease at any cost, even death.

Chyna cl anbered up the stairs into that scream which presented her with real resistance, as if
she were a swimer struggling toward the surface of a sea, against a great weight of water. As
cold as an Arctic current, the cry chilled her, nunbed her, throbbed icily in the hollows of her
bones. She was overcone by a conmpulsion to screamwi th Laura as a dog wails in synmpathy when it
hears another dog suffering, a primal need to how in msery at the sheer hel pl essness of human
exi stence in a universe full of dead stars, and she had to fight that urge.

Laura's screamspiraled into a bawling for her nother, though she nust know that her nother was
dead. "My, Momy, Mnmmeeeeee. " She was reduced to the dependency of an infant, too terrified
of life itself to find solace anywhere but in the fam|liar succoring breast and in the sound of
that same heartbeat renmenbered fromthe wonb.

And then sudden quiet. Bleak silence. On the landing, halfway to the second floor, Chyna was
surprised to realize that the thousand-fathom wei ght of the scream had brought her to a
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standstill. Her legs were weak; her calf and thigh nuscles

quivered as if she had ran a nmarathon. She seened on the brink of collapse.

Because it mght signify the end of hope, the silence was now as oppressive as the scream She
bent her head under a hush as heavy as

an iron crown, hunched her shoul ders, and huddl ed mi serably upon herself.

It would be so easy to | ean against the wall, slide down to the floor, put the knife aside, and
curl defensively. Just wait until he had gone away. Wait until a relative or a friend of the
famly arrived, discovered the bodies, went for the police, and took care of everything.

I nstead, after pausing only a few seconds on the |anding, Chyna forced herself to continue the
clinmb, heart pounding so hard that it seened as if each bl ow m ght knock her down.

Her arns shook uncontrollably. In her white-knuckle grip, the butcher knife carved wobbly patterns
inthe air in front of her, and she wondered if she would have the strength, in any confrontation
to thrust and slash effectively.

That was the thinking of a loser, and she hated herself for it. During the past ten years she had
transformed herself into a winner, and she was determ ned not to backslide.

The ol d wooden stairs protested under her, but she noved fast, heedl ess of the noise. \Wether
Laura was alive or dead, the killer would be at play, distracted by his ganes, unlikely to hear
anyt hi ng other than the thunderous rush of his own blood in his ears and over whatever urgent

i nner voices spoke to himat that very noment when he held a life in his hands.

She stepped into the upstairs hall. Propelled by her fear for Laura and by a rage born fromself-
di sgust at her noment of weakness on the | anding, she hurried past the cl osed door of the guest
roomto the turn in the L-shaped corridor, around the corner, past the hal f-open door of the
master suite and through the anber light that spilled fromit. She dashed al ong the arbor of faded
roses, rage swelling into fury as she went, shocked by her own bol dness, seenming to glide al ong
the carpet, as swift as if sliding down an icy slope, straight to the open door of Laura's room
wi t hout hesitation, knife raised high, her armno | onger shaking, steady and sure, crazy with
terror and despair and righteousness, across the threshold and into the bedroom where Freud was
unshaken by what had happened under his gaze-and where the runpled bed was enpty.

% uyna wnirieu arouna in clisbeliet. Laura was gone. The room was desert ed.

Over the rush of her breathing and the boom ng of her heart, she heard the rattle-clink of a
shackl e chain. Not in the room Elsewhere.

Carel ess of danger, she returned to the hall, to the balustrade that overl ooked the foyer

Bel ow, barely illum nated by the pale light fromthe upstairs hallway, the killer went through the
open front door onto the porch. He was carrying Laura in his arnms. She was wapped in a bedsheet,
one pale armtrailing linply, head lolling to the side, and face conceal ed by her golden hair:
unconsci ous, offering no resistance.

He nust have been descendi ng the shadowy stairs when Chyna had passed them She had been so
focused on getting to Laura's room so punped for the attack, that she hadn't been aware of him
even

t hough the chain and the cuffs nust have been rattling then as well.

Evidently, he'd been maki ng enough noise that he hadn't heard Chyna either.

Instinct had told her to take the back stairs, and she'd been wise to listen. If she'd been
ascending the front stairs, she'd have net himas he'd been com ng down. He woul d have thrown
Laura at her, followed the two of themas they tunbled into the foyer, kicked the knife out of
Chyna's hand if she hadn't lost it already, and savaged her where she'd fallen

She couldn't let himtake Laura away. Afraid that thinking about the situation would paralyze her
agai n, Chyna recklessly descended the stairs. If she could take himby surprise and plunge the
knife into his back, Laura might yet have a chance.

She could do it too. She wasn't squeam sh. She could slamthe bl ade deep, try for his heart from
t he back, puncture a lung, yank the knife out of himand ramit in again, stab the son of a bitch
and listen to himsquealing for nercy and stab stab stab himuntil he was silent forever. Never
had she done anything |ike that; never had she hurt anyone. But she could do it now, waste him
because she was terrified for Laura, because she was sick at the thought of failing her friendand
because she was a natural -born vengeance machi ne, a hunan bei ng.

At the bottom of the stairs, the oval rug didn't spin out fromunder her as it had done before,
and she went straight toward the open door.

She no | onger held the knife high but held it |low, at her side. If he heard her com ng, he would
turn, and then she could swing the knife

up in an arc, under the girl that he held in his arns, and into his belly. That was better than
trying to plunge it into his back, where the point night be deflected by a shoul der blade or rib,
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or mght skid off his spine. Go for the softest part of him She'd be face-to-face with himthat
way. Looking straight into his eyes. Wuld that nake her hesitate? He had it comi ng. The bastard
She thought of Sarah on the floor of the shower stall, huddl ed naked in the cold drizzle. She
could do it. She could do it.

Into the doorway, across the threshold, onto the porch, she was not

only ready to kill but prepared to die in the attenpt to get him Yet as

swi ft as she had been, she hadn't been swi ft enough, because he was

not just that nmonent goi ng down the porch steps, as she had hoped, but was already nearing the
nmot or home. The burden of Laura hadn't slowed himat all. He was inhumanly quick

She | anded on only one stair tread fromthe front porch to the wal kway, and the rubber sol es of
her shoes sl apped the flagstones | oud enough to carry even over the npaning of the wind. The nobon
was

gone, and half the stars as well, displaced by towering palisades of clouds, but if the killer
heard her and turned, he would be able to see

her clearly.

Evidently, he didn't hear, for he didn't glance back, and Chyna angl ed off the wal kway, onto the
qui eter grass, determ nedly going after him

Two doors were open on the notor home: one at the driver's side of the cockpit, the other on that
sane flank of the vehicle but two-

thirds of the way toward the back. The killer chose the rear door

Wth Laura in his arns, he was forced to turn sideways, pulling her tightly to himas he squeezed
through the open door and crabbed up the two interior steps, but he was as agile as he was strong.
He di sappeared into the vehicle before Chyna could reach him

She consi dered going inside after him But all the wi ndows were curtained, so she didn't know
if he had turned left or right. And if he had put Laura down i medi ately upon entering, he woul d
now be

better able to defend hinself against an attack. That was his turf, beyond the door, and she
wasn't sufficiently reckless with vengeance to

want to confront himthere.

She pressed her back to the wall of the notor home, beside the open door, waiting for him If he
cane outside again, she'd go at himeven as his foot was reaching for the ground. The el enent of
surprise was still working for her, maybe better than ever-because the killer

was ciose to a ciean getaway ana teeang so good about hinself that he nmight be carel ess.

Maybe he woul dn't come outside again, but at |east he would have to reach out to pull the door
shut. Standing on the step, leaning to grab at the handle, he would not be well bal anced, and she
woul d have the knife deep into himbefore he had a chance to jerk back

Movenent inside. A thunp. She tensed. He didn't appear. Silence again. The scent of blood was
suddenly heavy out of the northwest, as though a slaughterhouse |ay upwi nd of her. Then it passed,
and she realized that she hadn't actually snelled blood but had flashed back on

the snmell of the sodden sheets in the Tenpletons' naster suite.

The al umi numwall of the notor home was col d agai nst her spine, and she shivered because it seened
that some of the col dness of the man inside was seeping through to her

Wi ting, she began to | ose her nerve. Resurgent fear tenpered her rage, shifting the balance from
vengeance to survival. But she could still do it. She could do it. She struggled to hold on to her
crazy-hot anger.

Then the killer came out of the notor home, but he didn't use the exit beside her. He stepped from
the open cab door at the front of the vehicle.

Chyna's breath caught in her throat, and the chill wind fromthe onconm ng stormseenmed bitter with
the scent of failure.

He was too far away. No |onger distracted by the weight of Laura in his arns and the rattling of
her shackl es, he would hear Chyna com

ing. She no |onger had the el enent of surprise to even the odds.

He stood just outside the cab door, thirty feet fromher, stretching alnmost lazily. He rolled his
big shoulders as if to shake weariness fromthem and he nassaged the back of his neck

If he turned his head to the left, he would see her at once. If she didn't remain absolutely
still, he would surely spot her slightest nove-

ment even fromthe corner of his eye.

He was downwi nd of her, and she was half afraid that he would snmell her fear. He seemed nore

ani mal than human, even in the fluid grace with which he noved, and she had no troubl e believing
that he was gifted with wild talents and preternatural senses.
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Al t hough he wasn't holding the silencer-fitted gun with which he had killed Paul Tenpleton, it

m ght be tucked under his belt. If she tried to flee, he could draw the weapon and shoot her dead
before she got far.

But he wouldn't shoot her dead. Nothing that easy. He'd pop her in the leg, bring her down, and
take her captive. Load her into the notor

home with Laura. He'd want to play with her |ater

Fi ni shed stretching, he nmoved briskly toward the house. Up the wal kway. Onto the porch. Inside.

He never | ooked back. Chyna's pent-up breath stuttered fromher in a tattoo of fear, and she

i nhal ed with a shudder

Bef ore her courage faded further, she hurried forward to the cab door and clinbed behind the
steering wheel. Her best hope was to

find keys in the ignition, in which case she would be able to start the engine and drive away w th
Laura, go into Napa to the police.

No keys. She gl anced at the house, wondering how | ong he woul d be gone. Maybe he was searching for
val uabl es now that the killing was done. O selecting souvenirs. That could take five m nutes, ten
m nutes, even |longer. Wich mght be enough tine to get Laura out of the notor honme and hi de her
sonewhere. Somehow.

She still had the knife. And now that she was in the killer's dormain wthout his know edge, she
had regai ned the precious el ement of surprise.

Nevert hel ess, her heart raced, and her dry mouth was filled with the sliahtly nmetallic taste of
feverish anxiety.

The seat swiveled, clearing the console. She was able to step from behind the steering wheel into
the | ounge area, which featured builtin sofas upholstered in a hunter-plaid fabric.

The steel floor was carpeted, of course, but after long years of hard travel, it creaked softly
under her feet.
She had expected the place to snmell like a G and CGuignol theater where the sadistic plays involved

no maeke-believe, but instead the air was redolent of recently brewed coffee and ci nnanon rolls.
How odd- and sonehow profoundly disturbing-that a man like this should find any satisfaction at all
in innocent pleasures. "Laura," she whispered, as though the killer m ght hear her all the way
fromthe house. Then nore fiercely than ever, yet in a whisper: "Laura!"

Beyond the | ounge and open to it were a kitchenette and a cozy dining alcove with a booth

uphol stered in red vinyl. Running off the battery, a |lanp hung agl ow over the dining-nook table.
Laura was not to be seen anywhere. Myving swiftly out of the dining area, Chyna cane to the rear
door standi ng open on the right, through which the killer had entered with the unconscious girl in
his arms. "Laura."

Aft of the outer door, a short cranped hall led along the driver's side of the vehicle,
illumnated by a | owvoltage safety fixture. There was al so a skylight, now black. On the left
were two cl osed doors, and at the end a third stood ajar.

The first door opened into a tiny bath. The space was a narvel of efficient design: a toilet, a

si nk, a medicine cabinet, and a corner shower stall

Behi nd the second door was a closet. A few changes of clothes hung froma chrone rod.

At the end of the hall was a small bedroomw th inmitation-wood paneling and a closet with an
accordion-style vinyl door. The meager light fromthe hall didn't brighten the place nuch, but
Chyna could see well enough to identify Laura; the girl was |ying facedown on the narrow bed,
swaddl ed in a sheet, with only her snmall bare feet and her gol den hair reveal ed.

Urgently whispering her friend s name, Chyna stepped to the bed and dropped to her knees.

Laura didn't respond. Still unconscious. Chyna couldn't lift the girl, couldn't carry her as the
killer had done, so she had to try to rouse her instead. She pulled aside a flap of sheet and was
eye-to-eye with her friend.

They were sapphire-blue eyes now, not pal e-sky bl ue, perhaps because the light in the roomwas so
poor or perhaps because they were occluded with death. Her nmouth was open, and bl ood noi stened her
lips.

The crazy fucking hateful bastard had taken her with him even though she was dead, for CGod-knew
what purposes, maybe because she was sonething he could touch and |l ook at and talk to for a few
days to remind himof the glory. A souvenir.

Chyna's stomach cranped painfully, not with revul sion or disgust but with guilt, with failure and
futility and sheer black despair.

"Ch, baby," she said to the dead girl. "Ch, baby, sweetie, |I'mso

sorry, I'mso sorry."

Not that she could have done anything nore than she had tried to do. Wat could she have done? She
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couldn't have attacked the bastard bare-handed when she had stood behind himin the upstairs hall
when he had been cooing to the dangling spider. Wat could she have done? She couldn't have gotten
to the kitchen any sooner, found the knife any faster, clinbed the back stairs any quicker. "I'm
SO sorry."

This beautiful girl, this dear heart, would never find the husband about whom she had fantasized,
never have the children who woul d have been a betternent to the world by the sinple virtue of
havi ng been her children. Twenty-three years of getting ready to nake a contribution, to nmake a
difference in the lives of others, so full of ideals and hope: But now her gift would never be
given, and the world would be inmreasurably poorer for it. "I love you, Laura. W all |ove you."
Any words, any sentinent, any expression of grief was horribly inadequate; worse than i nadequat e-
meani ngl ess. Laura was gone, all that warnth and ki ndness gone forever, and even the nost
heartfelt words were only words.

Chyna's stomach cranped with a sense of |oss, clenched tight and pulled her relentlessly into a

bl ack hole within herself.

At the same tine she felt her breast swelling with a sob that, if voiced, would be explosive. A
single tear would | oose a flood. Even one soft sob would bring on an uncontrollable wail.

She couldn't risk grief. Not while she was in the notor home. The killer would be returning at any
nm nute, and she couldn't noum

Laura until she was safely out of there and until he was gone. She no | onger had any reason to
stay, for Laura was indisputably dead and irretrievable.

Near by a door slammed hard, shaking the thin metal walls around Chyna.

The killer was back. Something rattled. Rattled. Wth the butcher knife in hand, Chyna swiftly
backed away from Laura to the wall next to the open door. Unexpressed grief was a hi ghoctane fue
for rage, and in an instant she was burning with fury, afire with the need to hurt him slash him
spill his guts, hear him scream

and bring the haunting awareness of nortality to his eyes as he had brought it to Laura's.

He'll conme into the room ['Il cut him He'll cone and I'Il cut him It was a prayer, not a plan
He'll cone. I'Il cut him He'll come. I'lIl cut him

The shadowy room darkened. He was at the door, blocking the nmeager Iight fromthe hall

Silently, the knife in her hand jittered furiously up and down |ike the needle on a sew ng

machi ne, stitching the pattern of her fear in the air.

He was at the threshold. Right there. Right there. He would cone

in for one nore |ook at the pretty blond dead girl, for one nore feel of her cool skin, and Chyna
woul d get hi mwhen he crossed the threshold, cut him

I nstead, he closed the door and went away. Aghast, she listened to his retreating footsteps, the
creaking as the carpeted steel floor torqued under his boots, and she wondered what to do now.
The driver's door slarnmed. The engi ne started. The brakes re-

| eased with a brief faint shriek.

They were on the nove.

Dead girls lie as troubled in the dark as in the light. As the notor

hone sped al ong the runnel ed driveway, Laura's shackles clinked ceaselessly, only half nuffled by
the sheet in which she was | oosely w apped.

Bl i nded, still pressed to the fiberboard wall beside the bedroom oor, Chyna Shepherd coul d al npst
believe that even in death Laura struggl ed against the injustice of her nmurder. Cink-clink

Peri odi ¢ sprays of gravel spurted frombeneath the tires and rattled agai nst the undercarri age.
Shortly the nmotor honme woul d reach the county road, snooth bl acktop

If Chyna tried to bail out now, the killer was sure to hear the back door bang open when the w nd
tore it out of her grasp, or spot it in his sideviewnirror. In these w nter-dormant grape fields,
where the nearest houses were inhabited only by the dead, he would certainly risk stopping and

gi ving chase, and she would not get far before he brought her down.

Better to wait. Gve hima fewnmles on the county road, even until they reached a nore najor
route, until they were likely to be passing through a town or traveling in at |east sparse
traffic. He wouldn't be as quick to cone after her if people were nearby to respond to her cries
for help.

She felt along the wall for a switch. The door was tightly shut; no light would spill into the
hal | way. She found the toggle, flicked it up, but nothing happened. The overhead bul b nmust have
burned out.

She renmenbered seeing a pharnmacy-style reading |anp bolted to the side of the built-in nightstand.
By the time she felt her way across the small room the nmotor hone began to sl ow.
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She hesitated with the lanp switch between thunb and forefinger, heart suddenly racing again
because she was afraid that he was going to brake to a full stop, get out from behind the wheel
and come back to the little bedroom Now that a confrontation could no | onger save Laura, now that
Chyna's nolten rage had cooled to anger, she hoped only to avoid him escape, and give the
authorities the information that they would need to find him

The vehicle didn't come to a full stop, after all, but hung a w de |eft
turn onto a paved surface and picked up speed once nore. The county road.
As far as Chyna could recall, the next intersection wuld be State H ghway 2 9, which she and

Laura had driven the previous afternoon. Between here and there, the only turnoffs were to other
vi neyards, snmall farns, and houses. He wasn't likely to pay a visit to any of those places or

sl aughter any nore innocently sleeping famlies. The night was wani ng.

She clicked the lamp switch, and a circle of nuddy light fell on

t he bed.

She tried not to | ook at the body, even though it was nostly con-

cealed by the enwapping linens. If she thought too nmuch about Laura right now, she'd be sucked
into a slough of black despondency. She needed to renmain energi zed and cl earheaded if she hoped to
survive.

Al t hough she wasn't likely to find any weapon better than the butcher knife, she had nothing to

| ose by searching for one. Since the killer was armed with a sil encer-equi pped pistol, he m ght
keep other guns in the notor hone.

The single nightstand had two drawers. The upper contained a

package of gauze pads, a few green and yel |l ow sponges of the size used to wash dishes, a smal

pl astic squeeze bottle of sone clear fluid, a roll of cloth tape, a conb, a hairbrush with a
tortoi seshell handle, a halfenpty tube of K-Y jelly, a full bottle of skin lotion with al oe vera,
a

pair of needl e-nose pliers with yellow rubber-clad handl es, and a pair of scissors.

She coul d i magi ne the uses to which he had put sone of those itens, and she didn't want to think
about the others. Sonetimes, no

doubt, the wonmen he brought into this roomwere alive when he put themon the bed.

She considered the scissors. But the butcher knife would be nore effective if she needed to use
it.

In the | ower, deeper drawer was a hard-plastic container rather like a fishing-tackle box. \Wen
she opened it, she found a conplete sewing kit, wi th numerous spools of thread in a variety of
colors, a

pi ncushi on, packets of needles, a needle threader, an extensive selection of buttons, and ot her
par aphernalia. None of that was helpful to

her, and she put it away.

As she got up from her knees, she noticed that the w ndow over the

bed had been covered with a sheet of plywood that had been bolted to

the wall. A couple of folded swatches of blue fabric were trapped between the plywood and the

wi ndow franme: the edge of an underlying drapery panel

From out si de, the w ndow woul d appear to be nerely curtai ned. Anyone inside, even if clever and
fortunate enough to struggle free of her bonds, would never be able to open the wi ndow and si gnal
to passing motorists for help.

As there was no other furniture in the cranped bedroom the closet was the only remaining place
where Chyna could hope to find

a gun or anything that mght be used as a weapon. She circled the bed to the accordi on-style vinyl
door, which hung from an overhead track

When she pulled the folding door aside, it conpressed into pleats that stacked to the left, and in
the cl oset was a dead nan.

Shock threw Chyna back agai nst the bed. The mattress caught her behind the knees. She al nost fell
backward atop Laura, kept her bal ance, but dropped the knife.

The rear of the closet appeared to have been retrofitted with welded steel plates fixed to the
vehicle frane for added strength. Two ringbolts, w dely separated and hi gh-set, were welded to the
steel. Wists manacled to the ringbolts, the dead man hung with his arns

spread in cruciform H's feet were together like the feet of Christ on

the cross-not nailed, however, but shackled to another ringbolt in the closet floor

He was young-sevent een, eighteen, surely not twenty. Clad in only a pair of white cotton briefs,
his | ean pale body was badly battered. Hs head didn't hang forward on his chest but was tipped to
one side, and his left tenple rested against the biceps of his raised |left arm He had thick curly
black hair. Hi s eyelids had been sewn tightly shut with green thread. Wth yellow thread, two
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buttons above his upper lip were secured to a pair of matching buttons just under his lower lip

Chyna heard herself talking to God. An incoherent, beseeching babble. She clenched her teeth and
choked on the words, though it was unlikely that her voice could have carried to the front of the
not or hone over the rumble of the engine and the droning of the big tires.

She pull ed shut the pleated-vinyl panel. Though flimsy, it noved as ponderously as a vault door
The magnetic latch clicked into place with a sound |i ke snappi hg bone.

In all the textbooks she had ever read, no case study of sociopathic violence had ever contained a
description of a crinme sufficiently vivid to make her want to retreat to a coner and sit on the
floor and pull her knees agai nst her chest and hug herself. That was precisely what she did
now@hoosi ng the corner farthest fromthe closet.

She had to get control of herself, quickly, starting with her manic breathing. She was gaspi ng,
sucking in great hingfuls, yet she couldn't seemto get enough air. The deeper and faster she

i nhal ed, the dizzier she becane. Her peripheral vision surrendered to an encroachi ng darkness
until she seened to be peering down a long black tunnel toward the dingy notor-honme bedroom at the
far end.

She told herself that the young man in the closet had been dead when the killer had gone to work
with the sewing kit. And if he'd not been dead, at |east he'd been nercifully unconscious. Then
she told herself not to think about it at all, because thinking about it only made the tunne

| onger and narrower, nade the bedroom nore distant and the |ights di mer than ever.

She put her face in her hands, and her hands were cold but her face seened colder. For no reason

t hat Chyna coul d understand, she thought of her nother's face, as clear as a photograph in her
nmind s eye. And then she did understand.

To Chyna's nother, the prospect of violence had been romantic, even glanorous. For a while they
had lived in a commune in OCakl and, where everyone tal ked of naking a better world and where, nore
ni ghts than not, the adults gathered around the kitchen table, drinking w ne and snoki ng pot,

di scussi ng how best to tear down the hated system sonetines also playing pinochle or Trivial
Pursuit as they discussed the strategies that might bring utopia at last, sonetines far too
enraptured by revolution to be interested in any | esser ganes. There were bridges and tunnels that
could all be blown up with absurd ease, disrupting transportation; telephone-conpany installations
could be targeted to throw conmuni cations into chaos; neat-packing plants

must be burned to put an end to the brutal exploitation or aninmals. They planned intricate bank
robberies and bold assaults on arnored cars to finance their operations. The route they woul d have
taken to

peace, freedom and justice was always cratered by explosions, littered with uncountabl e bodies.
After QGakland, Chyna and her mother had hit the road for a few weeks and had wound up again in Key
West with their old friend JimWlIltz, the enthusiastic nihilist who was deep in the drug trade,
with a sideline in illegal weapons. Under his ocean-

front cottage, he had carved out a bunker in which he stored a personal collection of two hundred
firearns. Chyna's nother was a

beautiful wonman, even on bad days when depression plagued her, when her green eyes were gray and
sad with nmiseries that she could not explain. But at that kitchen table in Cakland and in that

cool bunker beneath the cottage in Key Wst-in fact, whenever she was

at the side of a man |i ke Wltz-her porcelain skin was even clearer than usual, al nost

transl ucent; excitenment enlivened her exquisite features; she becane magically nore graceful
appeared nore lithe and supple, was quicker to smle. The prospect of violence, playing at

being Bonnie to any man's Clyde, filled her stunning face with a Iight as glorious as a Florida
sunset, and her jewel-green eyes were, at those tinmes, as conpelling and nysterious as the @ulf of
Mexi co darkening toward twilight.

Al t hough the prospect of violence mght be romantic, the reality was bl ood, bone, deconposition
dust. The reality was Laura on the bed and the unknown young man sewn into silence behind the

pl eat ed vi nyl door

Chyna sat with her cold hands covering her colder face, aware that she would never be as strangely
beautiful as her nother.

Eventual | y she regained control of her breathing. The notor hone rolled on, and she was reni nded
of nights when, as a child, she had dozed on trains, on buses, in the backseats of cars, lulled by
the notion and the hum of wheels, unsure where her nother was taking her, dream ng of being part
of a family like one of those on television-wth befuddl ed but | oving parents, an anusi ng next -
door nei ghbor who night be frustrating but never malicious, and a dog that knew a few tricks. But
good dreans never |asted, and she woke re-

peatedly from ni ght mares, gazing out w ndows at strange | andscapes, w shing that she could trave
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forever without stopping. The road was a prom se of peace, but destinations were always hell.

11"111 all ulusu oners. vvnerev they were bound, Chyna didn't want to go there. She intended

to g:r

t off between destinations and hoped to find her way back to the better life that she had
struggl ed so hard to build these past ten years.

She left the coner of the bedroomto retrieve the butcher knife, which she had dropped when she'd
been rocked backward by the sight of the dead man in the cl oset. Then she went around the bed to
the nightstand and switched off the pharnmacy | anp.

Being in the dark with dead people didn't frighten her. Only the living were a danger.

The nmotor hone slowed again and then turned left. Chyna | eaned against the tilt of the vehicle to
keep her bal ance.

They nmust be on State Highway 2 9. Aright turn would have taken them down the Napa Valley, south
into the town of Napa. She wasn't sure what comunities lay to the north, other than St. Hel ena
and Cal i stoga.

Even between the towns, however, there would be vineyards, farns, houses, and rural businesses.
Wher ever she got out of the notor hone, she should be able to find help within a reasonable

di st ance.

She sidled blindly to the door and stood with one hand on the knob, waiting for instinct to guide
her once nore. Miuch of her life had been lived |ike a bal ancing act on a spearpoint fence, and on
a particularly difficult night when she was twel ve, she had decided that instinct was, in fact,
the quiet voice of God. Prayers did receive replies, but you had to listen closely and believe in
the answer. At twelve, she wote in her diary: "CGod doesn't shout; He whispers, and in the whisper
is the way."

Waiting for the whisper, she thought about the battered body in the closet, which appeared to have
been dead for less than a day, and about Laura, still warmon the saggi ng bed. Sarah, Paul

Laura's brother Jack, Jack's wife, Nina: six people nurdered in twenty-four hours. The eater of
spi ders was not an ordi nary hom ci dal sociopath. In the |anguage of the cops and the
crimnol ogi sts who specialized in searching for and stopping nmen like this, he was hot, going

t hrough a hot phase, burning up with desire, need. But Chyna, who intended to follow her naster's
in psychology with a doctorate in crimnology, even if she had to work six years waiting tables to
get there, sensed that this guy was not just hot. He was a singularity, conformng only in part
to standard profiles in aberrant psychol ogy, as purely alien as sone-

thing fromthe stars, a runaway killing nachine, nerciless and irresistible. She had no hope of
eluding himif she didn't wait for the nurnunng voice of instinct.

She renmenbered seeing a large rearview nirror when she'd briefly occupied the driver's seat
earlier. The vehicle had no rear w ndow, so

the mrror was there to provide the driver with a view of the |ounge and the dining area behind
him He would be able to see all the way into the end hall that served the bath and bedroom and
if the devil's luck was with him he would glance up just when Chyna opened the door, stepped out,
and was exposed.

Wien the nmoment felt right, Chyna opened the door. A snmall blessing, a good omen: The ceiling
light in the hall was out. Standing in gloom she quietly pulled shut the bedroom door. The |anp
above the dining table was on as before. At the front of the vehicle was the green glow of the

i nstrunent panel -and beyond the wi ndshield, the headlights were silver swords.

After noving forward past the bathroom and out of the wel come shadows, she crouched behind the
panel ed side of the dining nook. She peered across the crescent booth to the back of the driver's
head, about twenty feet away.

He seened so close-and, for the first time, vulnerable. Nevertheless, Chyna wasn't foolish enough
to creep forward and attack himwhile he was driving. If he heard her com ng or glanced at the
rearview mrror and spotted her, he could wench the steering wheel or slamon the brakes, sending
her sprawling. Then he might be able to stop the vehicle and get to her before she could reach the
rear door-or he night swivel in his chair and shoot her down.

The entrance through which he had carried Laura was inmediately to Chyna's |left. She sat on the
floor with her feet in the step well, facing this door, concealed fromthe driver by the dining
nook.

She put the butcher knife aside. Wien she | eaped out, she would probably fall and roll-and she

m ght easily stab herself with the knife if she tried to take it with her

She didn't intend to junp until the driver either stopped at an intersection or entered a turn
sharp enough to require himto cut his speed dramatically. She couldn't risk breaking a |leg or
bei ng knocked unconscious in a fall, because then she wouldn't be able to get away fromthe road
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and safely into hiding.

.jne alan't ciouut that he would be aware of her escape even as it began. He woul d hear the door
open or the wind whistling at it, and he would see her either in his rearview or in his side-
mounted mrror as she made her break for freedom Even in the unlikely event that she was not
seen, the wind would sl amthe door hard behind her the instant she was gone; the killer would
suspect that he hadn't been alone with his collection of corpses, and he'd pull off the highway
and conme back al ong the pavenent, panicky, to have a | ook

O perhaps not panicky. Not panicky at all. Mre likely, he would search with grim nethodical
machi ne efficiency. This guy was all about control and power, and Chyna found it difficult to

i magi ne himever succunbing to panic.

The motor hone sl owed, and Chyna's heart qui ckened. As the driver reduced speed further, Chyna
rose into a crouch in the step well and put a hand on the | ever-action door handl e.

They came to a full stop, and she pressed down on the handl e, but the door was | ocked. Quietly but
insistently she pressed up, down, up-to no avail

She couldn't find any | atch button. just a keyhole. She remenbered the rattling that she'd heard
when she'd been in the bedroom and the spider eater had cone back inside and cl osed this door
Rattle, rattle. The rattle of a key, perhaps.

Maybe this was a safety feature to prevent kids fromtunbling out

into traffic. O maybe the crazy bastard had nodified the door lock to

enhance security, to make it nore difficult for a burglar or casual intruder to stunble upon any

I i p-sewn or shackl ed cadavers that m ght just happen to be aboard. Can't be too careful when you
have dead bodi es stacked in the bedroom Prudence requires certain security

neasur es.

The nmotor honme pulled forward through the intersection and began to pick up speed again.

She shoul d have known that escape woul dn't be easy. Notbi ng was

easy. Ever.

She sat down, |eaning against the breakfast-nook paneling, still facing the door, thinking
furiously.

Earlier, on her way back through the vehicle fromthe driver's seat, she'd seen a door on the
other side, toward the front, behind the co-

pilot's chair. Mst notor honmes had two doors, but this was a rare

ol der nmodel with three. She was reluctant to go forward to escape,

however, and for the sane reason that she didn't want to attack him He m ght see her coning, rock
her off her feet, and shoot her before she could get up

Al right, she had one advantage. He didn't know that she was aboard.

If she couldn't just open a door and junp out, if she was going to have to kill him she could lie
in wait here past the dining nook, sur-

prise the bastard, gut him step over him and | eave by the front. Just m nutes ago she had been
ready to kill him and she could nmake herself be ready again.

The engine vibrations rose through the floor, half nunbing her butt. Total nunbing woul d have been
wel corme; the carpet soon proved to be inadequate paddi ng, and her tail bone began to ache. She
shifted her weight fromcheek to cheek, |eaned forward and then | eaned back; nothing provided nore
than a few seconds of relief. The ache spread to the small of her back, and mld disconfort

escal ated into serious pain.

Twenty minutes, half an hour, forty mnutes, an hour, |onger, she endured the agony by striving to
i magi ne all the ways that her escape mght unfold once the notor hone stopped and the killer got
out

from behind the wheel. Concentrating. Thinking it through. Planning for nyriad eventualities.
Finally, however, she couldn't think about anything but the pain.

The notor honme was cool, and down in the step well, there was no

heat at all. The engine and road vibrati ons penetrated her shoes, beatingy relentlessly on her
heel s and soles. She flexed her toes, afraid that her cold, achy feet and stiffening calf nuscles
woul d devel op cranps and hobbl e her when the tine canme for action

Wth a strange hilarity unnervingly close to despair, she thought, Forget about grief. Forget
aboutjustice. R gbt now just give ne a confortable chair to panper ny assjust let me sitfor a
while until nyftet are warm

again, and |lateryou can bave ny life ifyou want it.

The prol onged inactivity not only took a physical toll but soon began to depress her. Back at the
house when she'd first heard the intruder, before he had even cone to the guest room Chyna had
known that safety lay in novenent. Now enotional safety lay in noverment, distraction. But
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circunstances required her to be still and wait. She had too nuch tine to think-and too many
di sturbing thoughts on
which to dwell.

",)he worked herself into such a state of distress that tears well edwhi ch was when she realized
that she was not suffering unduly frombutt ache or back pain or the cold throbbing in her feet.
The real pain was in her heart, the anguish that she had been forced to repress since she'd found
Paul and Sarah, since she'd detected the vague ammoni acal scent of senen in Laura's bedroom and
had seen the dimy gleamng |inks of the shackling chain. Her physical pain was only a | ane excuse
for tears.

If she dared weep in self-pity, however, then aflood would cone for Paul, for Sarah, for Laura,
for the whole sorry dam screwed-up hurman race, and in useless resentnment at the fact that hard-
won hope so often spiraled into nightmare. She would bury her face in her hands, uselessly wailing
the question that had been asked of God nore

often than any other: "y, why, why, why, why?

Surrendering to tears woul d be so easy, satisfying. These were selfish tears of defeat; they would
not only purge the heart of grief but also wash out the need to care about anyone, anything.

Bl essed relief could be hers if she sinply admtted that the long struggle to understand wasn't
worth the pain of experience. Her sobbing would bring the notor home to a sudden halt, and the
driver would cone back to find her huddled at the step well. He would club her, drag her into the
bedroom rape her beside the body of her friend; there would be terror beyond anything that she
had ever known before, but it would be brief. And this time it would be final. He would free her
forever fromthe need to ask why, fromthe torment of repeatedly falling through the fragile floor
of hope into this too faniliar desol ation

For a long tinme, maybe even since the stormy night of her eighth birthday and the frenzied

pal netto beetle, she'd known that being a

victimwas often a choice people made. As a child, she hadn't been able to put this insight into
words, and she hadn't known why so nmany peopl e chose suffering;, when ol der, she had recogni zed
their self-hatred, nmasochism weakness

Not all or even nost suffering is at the hands of fate; it befalls us at

our invitation.

She' d al ways chosen not to be victimzed, to resist and fight back, to hold on to hope and dignity
and faith in the future. But victinhood was seductive, a release fromresponsibility and caring:
Fear would be transnuted into weary resignation; failure would no | onger generate guilt but,

i nstead, would spawn a conforting self-pity.

Now she trenbl ed on an enotional high wire' not sure whether

she woul d be able to keep her bal ance or would all ow herself to fai

and fall.

The notor hone slowed again. They were angling to the right. slowi ng. Maybe pulling off the

hi ghway and st oppi ng.

She tried the door. She knew that it was |ocked, but she quietly worked the |ever-action handle
anyway, because she wasn't capable, after all, of sinply giving up.

As they clinbed a slight incline, their speed continued to drop. Wncing at the pain in her cal ves
and thighs as she noved, yet re-

lieved to be off her butt, she rose just far enough to | ook across the

di ni ng nook.

The back of the killer's head was the nost hateful thing that Chyna had ever seen, and it aroused
fresh anger in her. The brain beneath that curve of bone hummed wi th vicious fantasies. It was
infuriating that he should be alive and Laura dead. That he should be sitting here so smug, so
content with all his nenories of blood, recalling the pleas for nmercy that nust be like nusic to
him That he should ever see a

sunset again and take pleasure fromit, or taste a peach, or snell a flower. To Chyna, the back of
this man's skull seemed |ike the snpoth

chitinous hel met of an insect, and she believed that if she ever touched

him he would be as cold as a squirm ng beetle under her hand.

Beyond the driver, beyond the wi ndshield, at the top of the low rise toward which they were
headed, a structure appeared, indistinct and unidentifiable. A few tall sodiumvapor arc |anps
cast a sour, sulfurous light.

She squatted bel ow the back of the dining nook again. She picked up the knife. They had reached
the top of the rise. They were on | evel ground

once nore. Steadily slow ng.
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Turni ng around, facing away fromthe exit, she eased into the step well. Left foot on the | ower
step, right foot on the higher. Back pressed to the | ocked door, crouching in shadows beyond the
reach of the nook | anmp, she was ready to |aunch herself up and at himif he

came back through the notor hone and gave her a chance.

Wth a final sigh of air brakes, the vehicle stopped. Werever they were, people m ght be nearby.
Peopl e who coul d

hel p her.

But if she screaned, would those outside be near enough to hear?

Even it they heard, they woul d never reach her in tine. The killer would get to her first, gun in
hand.

Besi des, maybe this was a roadside rest area: nothing nore than a parking lot, some picnic tables,
a poster warning about the dangers of canpfires, and rest roons. He night have taken a break to
use the public facilities or the john in the trailer. At this dead hour, after three o' clock in
the norning, they were likely to be the only vehicle on site, in which case she could screamunti
she was hoarse, and no one woul d conme to her assistance.

The engine cut off. Quiet. No vibrations in the floor. Now that the nmotor home was still, Chyna
was shaking. No | onger depressed. Stomach nuscles fluttering. Scared again. Because she wanted to
l'ive.

She woul d have preferred that he go outside and give her a chance to escape, but she expected him
to use the trailer facilities instead of the public rest room He would cone right past her. If
she couldn't es-

cape, then she was hot to finish this.

Crazily, she wondered if what cane out of himwhen he was cut would be bl ood-or the stuff that
oozed froma fat beetle when it was crushed.

She expected to hear the bastard noving, heavy footfalls and the hol |l ow spong when he stepped on a
weak seamin the floor, but there was silence. Maybe he was taking a nmonent to stretch his arns,
roll his achy shoul ders, nassage the back of his bull neck, and shrug off the weariness of travel
O perhaps he bad glinpsed her in the rearview mrror, her face noon-bright in the light fromthe
dining-table lanp. He coul d ease

out of his seat and creep toward her, avoiding all the creaks in the floor because he knew where
they were. Slide into the dining nook. Lean over the back of the booth. Shoot her point-blank
where she crouched in the step well. Shoot her in the face.

Chyna | ooked up and to her left, across the back of the booth. Too |low to see the | anp hanging
over the center of the table, she sawonly the glow of it. She wondered if the angle of his
approach woul d give her a warning or if he would just be a sudden sil houette popping up fromthe
booth as he opened fire on her.

Intensity.

He believes in living with intensity. Sitting at the steering wheel, he closes his eyes and
massages the back of his neck

He isn't trying to get rid of the pain. It came on its own, and it will leave himnaturally in
time. He never takes Tylenol and other crap like that.

What he's trying to do is enjoy the pain as fully as possible. Wth his fingertips he finds an
especially sore spot just to the left of the third cervical vertebra, and he presses on it unti
the pain causes faint sprays of twinkly white and gray lights in the bl ackness behind his eyelids,
like distant fireworks in a world wi thout color.

Very nice. Painis nmerely a part of life. By enbracing it, one can find surprising satisfaction in
suffering. More inportant, getting in touch with his

019 pain makes it easier for himto take pleasure in the pain of others.

Two vertebrae farther down, he |ocates an even nore sensitive point of inflaned tendon or nuscle,
a wonderful little button buried in the flesh which, when pressed, causes pain to shoot all the
way across his shoul der and down his trapezius. At first he works the spot with a | over's tender
touch, groaning softly, then he attacks it vigorously until the sweet agony nmakes him suck air
between hi s clenched teeth.

Intensity. He does not expect to live forever. Hs tinme in this body is finite and precious-and
therefore nmust not be wasted.

He does not believe in reincarnation or in any of the standard prom ses of an afterlife that are
sold by the world's great religionsalthough at tinmes he senses that he is approaching a revel ation
of tremendous inportance. He is willing to contenplate the possibility that the immortal sou
exists, and that his own spirit may one day be exalted. But if he is to undergo an apotheosis, it
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wi Il be brought about by his own bold actions, not by divine grace; if he, in fact, becones a

god, the transformation will occur because he has al ready chosen to
live like a god-wi thout fear, without renorse, without limts, with all his senses fiercely
shar pened.

Anyone can snell a rose and enjoy the scent. But he has long been training hinmself to feel the
destruction of its beauty when he crushes the flower in his fist. If he were to have a rose, now,
and if he were to

chew the petals, he would be able to taste not nmerely the rose itself but the redness of it;

li kewi se, he could taste the yell owness of buttercups, the blue of hyacinths. He could taste the
bee that had crawl ed across the bl ossomon its eternal buzzing task of pollination, the soil out
of which the flower had grown, and the wind that had caressed it through the sunmmer of its

gr ow ng.
He has never net anyone who can understand the intensity with which he experiences the world or
the greater intensity for which he strives. Wth his help, perhaps Ariel will understand one day.

Now, of course, she is too inmmture to achieve the insight.

One | ast squeeze of his neck. The pain. He sighs. Fromthe copilot's seat, he picks up a fol ded
raincoat. No rain is yet falling, but he needs to cover his bl ood-spattered clothing before going
i nsi de.

He coul d have changed into clean clothes prior to | eaving the Tenpl eton house, but he enjoys
wearing these. The patina excites him

He gets out of the driver's seat, stands behind it, and pulls on the coat.

He washed his hands in the kitchen sink at the Tenpl eton house,

X

t hough he woul d have preferred to | eave them stained too. VWM e he can conceal his clothes under a
rai ncoat, hiding his hands is not as easy.

He never wears gloves. To do so would be to concede that he fears apprehensi on, which he does not.
Al t hough his fingerprints are on file with federal and state agencies, the prints he | eaves at the
scene will never match those that bear

his nanme in the records. Like the rest of the world, police organizations are hell-bent on
conmput eri zation; by now nost fingerprintinmage reference banks are in the formof digitized data,
to facilitate high-speed scanning and processing. Even nore easily than hard files, electronic
files can be mani pul at ed, because the work can be done at a great distance; there is no need to
burgl arize highly secure facilities, when instead he can be a ghost haunting their machines from
across a

continent. Because of his intelligence, talents, and connections, he has been able to neddle with
t he dat a.

Wearing gl oves, even thin surgical |atex gloves, would be an intolerable barrier to sensation. He
likes to let his hand glide lightly over

the fine golden hairs on a woman's thigh, take time to appreciate the texture of pebbled

goosefl esh against his palm to relish the fierce heat of skin and then, after, the warnth al
fading, fading. Wien he kills, he finds it absolutely essential to feel the wetness.

The prints under his nane in the various files are, in fact, those of a young narine nanmed Bernard
Petain, who died tragically during training nmaneuvers at Canp Pendl eton nany years ago. And the
prints that he | eaves at the scene, often etched in blood, cannot be matched to any on file with
the mlitary, the FBI, the Departnent of Mtor Vehicles, or anywhere el se.

He finishes buttoning the raincoat, turns up the collar, and | ooks at his hands. Stains under
three fingernails. It mght be grease or soil. No one will be suspicious of it.

He hinself can snell the blood on his clothes even through the black nylon raincoat and insul at ed
liner, but others are not sufficiently sensitive to detect it.

Staring at the residue under his nails, however, he can hear the screans again, that |ovely nusic
in the night, the Tenpl eton house as

reverberant as a concert hall, and no one to hear except himand the deaf vineyards.

If he is ever caught in the act, the authorities will print himagain, discover his deception with
the conputers, and eventually link himto a long list of unsolved nurders. But he isn't concerned
about that. He'll never be taken alive, never be put on trial. Watever they | earn about his
activities after his death will only add to the glory of his nane.

He is Edgler Foreman Vess. Fromthe letters of his name, one can

extract a long list of power words: GOD, FEAR, DEMON, SAVE, RAGE, ANGER, DRAGON, FORGE, SEED
SEMEN, FREE, and others. Also words with a nystical quality: DREAM VESSEL, LORE, FOREVER, MARVEL.
Sonet i mes
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the last thing that he whispers to a victimis a sentence conposed fromthis |ist of words. One
that he especially likes and uses often is GOD

FEARS ME

Anyway, all questions of fingerprints and other evidence are noot, because he will never be
caught. He is thirty-three years old. He has been enjoying hinself in this fashion for a | ong
time, and he has never had a close call.

Now he takes the pistol out of the open console between the pilot's and copilot's chairs. A
Heckl er & Koch P7-

Earlier, he had rel oaded the thirteen-round nagazi ne. Now he un-

screws the sound suppressor, because he has no plans to visit other houses this night. Besides,
the baffles are probably damaged fromthe shots that he has fired, dimnishing both the effect of
the silencer and the accuracy of the weapon.

Cccasional |y he daydreans about what it would be like if the inpossible happened, if he were
interrupted at play and surrounded by a

SWAT team Wth his experience and know edge, the ensui ng showdown woul d be thrillingly intense.
If there is a single secret behind the success of Edgler Vess, it is his belief that no tw st of
fate is either good or bad, that no experience is qualitatively better than another. W nning
twenty million dollars in the lottery is no nore to be desired than being trapped by a SWAT t eam
and a shootout with the authorities is no nore to be dreaded than winning all that noney. The

val ue of any experience isn't inits positive or negative effect on his life but in the sheer

| um nous power of it, the vividness, the ferocity, the anmount and degree of pure sensation that it
provides. Intensity.

Vess puts the sound suppressor in the console between the seats. He drops the pistol into the
right-hand pocket of his raincoat. He is not expecting trouble. Neverthel ess, he goes nowhere un-
arned. One can never be too careful. Besides, opportunities often arise unexpectedly.

In the driver's seat again, he takes the keys fromthe ignition and checks that the brake is
firmy set. He opens the door and gets out of the notor hone.

Al'l eight gasoline punps are self-service. He is parked at the outer of the two service islands.
He needs to go to the cashier in the associated convenience store to pay in advance and to
identify the punp that he'll be using so it can be turned on

The night breathes. At higher altitudes, a strong gale drives nasses

of clouds out of the northwest toward the southeast. Here at ground level, a |lesser exhal ation of
cold wind huffs between the punps, whistles alongside the notor home, and flaps the raincoat

agai nst Vess's |l egs. The conveni ence store-buff brick bel ow, white alum num sidi ng above, big

wi ndows full of merchandise-stands in front of rising hills that are covered with huge evergreens;
the wi nd soughs through their branches with a hollow, ancient, |lonely voice.

Qut on Hi ghway 101, there is little traffic at this hour. Wen a truck passes, it cleaves the w nd
with a cry that seenms strangely Jurassic.

A Pontiac with Washington State |icense plates is parked at the inner service island, under the
yel | ow sodi um vapor | anps. Other than the notor hone, it is the only vehicle in sight. A bunper
sticker on the back announces that ELECTRI Cl ANS KNOW HOW TO PLUG I T I N

On the roof of the building, positioned for maximumvisibility from10 1, is a red neon sign that
announces OPEN 2 4 HOURS. Red is the quality of the sound each passing truck nmakes out there on
the highway. In the glow, his hands ook as if he never washed them

As Vess approaches the entrance, the glass door sw ngs open, and a nman conmes out carrying a fam|ly-
si ze bag of potato chips and a sixpack of Coke in cans. He is a chubby guy with | ong sideburns and
a

wal rus must ache.

Gesturing at the sky, he says, "Storm s coming," as he hurries past Vess. "CGood," Vess says. He
likes stornms. He enjoys driving in them The nore torrential the raifi, the better. Wth |ightning
flashing and trees cracking in the wind and pavenent as slick as ice.

The guy with the wal rus nustache goes to the Pontiac. Vess enters the conveni ence store, wondering
what an electrician fromWashington is doing on the road in northern California at this ungodly
hour of the night.

He's fascinated by the way in which Iives connect briefly, with a potential for drama that is
sonetines fulfilled and sonetinmes not. A nan stops for gasoline, lingers to buy potato chips and
Coke, makes a com

ment on the weather to a stranger-and continues on his journey. The stranger could as easily
follow the man to the car and blow his brains out. There would be risks for the shooter, but not
serious risks; it could be managed with surprising discretion. The man's survival is ei-

4
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uner ruii or nystenous neaning or utterly neaningless; Vess is unable to deci de which.

If fate doesn't actually exist, it ought to.

The snmall store is warm clean, and brightly Iighted. Three narrow

aisles extend to the left of the door, offering the usual roadside mer-

chandi se: every i magi nabl e snack food, the basic patent nedicines, magazi nes, paperback books,
postcards, novelty itens designed to

hang fromrearview mrrors, and sel ected canned goods that sell to

canpers and to people, |like Vess, who travel in honmes on wheels. Along the back wall are tal
coolers full of beer and soft drinks, as well

as a couple of freezers containing ice creamtreats. To the right of the door is the service
counter that separates the two cashiers' stations and the clerical area fromthe public part of
the store.

Two enpl oyees are on duty, both nen. These days, no one works alone in such places at night-and

wi th good reason.

The guy at the cash register is a redhead in his thirties with freckles and a two-inch-di anmeter
birthmark, as pink as uncooked sal non, on his pale forehead. The mark is uncannily |like the image
of a fetus curled in a wonb, as if a gestating twin had died early in the nother's pregnancy and
left its fossilized inmage on the surviving brother's brow.

The redheaded cashier is reading a paperback. He | ooks up at Vess, and his eyes are as gray as
ashes but clear and piercing. "What can | do for you, sit? " "I'mat punp seven," Vess says.

The radio is tuned to a country station. Alan Jackson sings about nidnight in Mntgonery, the

wi nd, a whippoorwill, a lonesorme chill, and the ghost of Hank WIIlianms. "How you want to pay?"
asks the cashier. "If | put any nore on the credit cards, the Bank of Anerica's going to send
sonmeone around to break ny legs," says Vess, and he slaps down a hundred-dollar bill. "Figure I'l
need about sixty bucks'worth., ™"

The conbi nation of the song, the birthmark, and the cashier's haunting gray eyes generates in Vess
an eerie sense of expectancy. Sonething exceptional is about to happen. "Paying off Christmas |ike
the rest of us, huh?" says the cashier as he rings up the sale. "Hell, 1'Il still be payin' off
Chri stmas next Christnas."”

The second clerk sits on a stool farther along the counter. He's not at a cash register but is

| aboring on the bookkeepi ng or checking i nventory sheets-anyway, doing sone kind of paperwork.
Vess has not previously |ooked directly at the second nman, and now

he discovers that this is the exceptional thing he felt |oom ng

4' Storm com ng, " he says to the second clerk. The man | ooks up fromthe papers spread on the
counter. He is in his twenties, at |east half Asian, and strikingly handsonme. No. More

than handsone. Jet-black hair, golden conpl exion, eyes as liquid as oi

and as deep as wells. There is a gentle quality to his good | ooks that al nbost gives himan

ef fem nate aspect-but not quite.

Ariel would love him He is just her type. "M ght be cold enough for snow in sone of the nountain
passes," says the Asian, "if you're going that way."

He has a pl easant-al nost nusical -voice that would charm Ariel.

He is really quite breathtaking.

To the cashier who is counting out change, Vess says, "Just hold on

to that. | need a supply of nunchies too. I'll be back as soon as | fill up

the tank."

He | eaves quickly, afraid that they night sense his excitenent and becone al ar ned.

Al t hough he's been in the store no nore than a mnute, the night seenms markedly colder than it was
when he went inside. Invigorating. He catches the fragrance of pine trees and spruce-even fir from
far to the north-inhales the sweet greenness of the heavily tinbered hills behind him detects the
crisp scent of oncoming rain, snells the ozone

of lightning bolts not yet hurled, breathes in the pungent fear of snall aninals that already
gquake in the fields and forests in anticipation of the storm

After she was certain that he had left the motor home, Chyna crept forward through the vehicle,
hol di ng the butcher knife in front of her

The wi ndows in the dining area and the | ounge were curtained, so

she was not able to see what lay outside. At the front, however, the w ndshield reveal ed that they
had stopped at a service station.

She had no idea where the killer was. He had left no nore than a mnute earlier. He mght be
outside, within a few feet of the door

She hadn't heard himrenoving the gas cap or jacking the punp nozzle into the tank. But fromthe
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way they were parked, fuel was ev-
idently taken on board fromthe starboard side, so that was nost |ikely where he woul d be.

tuTaict to proceeci wittiout knowi ng his exact whereabouts, but even nore afraid to remain in the
not or hone, she slipped into the driver's seat. The headlights were off, and the instrunent panel
was

dark, but there was enough backgl ow fromthe dining-nook |anp to nmake her suprenely visible from
out si de.

At the next island, a Pontiac pulled away fromthe punps. Its red taillights swiftly dw ndl ed.

As far as she could see, the motor hone was now the only vehicle at the station

The keys weren't in the ignition. She wouldn't have tried to drive off anyway. That had been an
option back in the vineyard, when there had been no help nearby. Here, there nust be enpl oyees-and
whoever pulled off the hi ghway next.

She cracked the door, wincing at the hard sound, junped out, and stunbl ed when she hit the ground.
The butcher knife popped fromher hand as if greased, clattered against the pavenent, and spun
away.

Certain that she had drawn the killer's attention and that he was al ready bearing down on her
Chyna scranbled to her feet. She spun left, then right, with her hands out in front of her in

pat hetic defense. But the eater of spiders was nowhere to be seen on the brightly |ighted

bl ackt op.

She pressed the door shut, searched the surroundi ng pavenent for the knife, couldn't imediately
spot it-and froze when a man cane

out of the station about fifty or sixty feet away. He was wearing a long coat, so at first Chyna
was sure that he couldn't be the killer, but then inmediately she recall ed the inexplicable
rustling of fabric to which she had |istened before he had left the notor hone, and she knew.

The only place to hide was behind one of the punps at the next service island, but that was thirty
feet away, between her and the store

with a ot of bright exposed pavenent to cross. Besides, he was approaching the sanme island from
the other side, and he would reach it first, catching her in the open

If she tried to get around the notor hone, he would spot her and wonder where she had come from

H s psychosis probably included a

measure of paranoia, and he woul d assune that she had been in his vehicle. He would pursue her

Rel ent | essly.

I nst ead, even as she saw himleaving the store, Chyna dropped flat to the pavenent. Counting on
the obstructing punps at the first island to nask any novenent close to the ground, she crawl ed on
her belly under the notor hone.

The killer didn't cry out, didn't pick up his pace. He hadn't seen her. From her hiding place, she
wat ched hi m approach. As he drew cl ose, the sulfurous |ight was so bright that she could recognize
his black | eather boots as the same pair that she had studied frombeneath the guest-room bed a
coupl e of hours before.

She turned her head to follow himas he went around the back of the notor home to the starboard

si de, where he stopped at one of the punps.

The bl acktop was col d agai nst her thighs, belly, and breasts. It |eached the body heat out of her
through her jeans and cotton sweater,

and she began to shiver.

She listened as the killer disengaged the hose spout fromthe noz-

zl e boot, opened the fuel port on the side of the notor hone, and re-

noved the tank cap. She figured it would take a few ninutes to fill the behenoth, so she began to
ease out of her hiding place even as she heard the spout thunk into the tank
Still flat at ground | evel, she suddenly saw the butcher knife. Qut on the blacktop. Ten feet from

the front bunper. The yellow light glimered along the cutting edge.

Even as she was sliding into the open, however, before she could push to her feet, she heard boot
heel s on bl ackt op. She gl anced back under the notor hone and saw that the killer evidently had
fixed the nozzle trigger in place with the regulator clip, because he was on the

nove agai n.

Frantically and as silently as possible, she retreated beneath the ve-

hi cl e once nore. She coul d hear gasoline sloshing into the fuel tank

The killer wal ked forward al ong the starboard side, around the front, to the driver's door. But he
didn't open the door. He paused. Very still. Then he wal ked to the butcher knife, stooped, and

pi cked it up.

Chyna held her breath, though it seemed inpossible that the killer could intuit the meaning of the
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knife. He'd never seen it before. He couldn't know that it had come fromthe Tenpl eton house.

Al though it was indisputably odd to find a butcher knife Iying on a servicestati on approach | ane,
it mght have fallen out of any vehicle that had passed through

Wth the knife, he returned to the notor honme and clinbed inside, |eaving the driver's door open
behi nd him

Over Chyna's head, the footsteps on the steel floor were as hollow as voodoo druns. As best she
could tell, he stopped in the dining area.

Vess isn't prone to see onens and portents everywhere he | ooks. A single hawk flying across the
face of the full noon, glinpsed at midnight, will not fill himw th expectations of either

di saster or good fortune. A black cat crossing his path, a mrror shattering while his reflection
is captured init, a news story about the birth of a two-headed cal fnone of these things will
rattle him He is convinced that he makes his own fate and that spiritual transcendence-if such a
thing can happen-ensues nerely fromone's acting boldly and living with intensity.

Nevert hel ess, the large butcher knife nakes hi mwonder. It has a totemc quality, an al nost

magi cal aura. He carefully places it on the counter in the kitchen, where the light lays a wet
sheen al ong the weapon's cutting edge.

When he picked it off the blacktop, the blade had been cold but the handl e had been vaguely warm
as if with the anticipatory heat of his grip.

Eventually he will experinment with this strangely discarded blade to deternmne if anything specia
happens when he cuts soneone with it. At the noment, however, it doesn't provide himw th the
advant age that he needs for the work at hand.

He has the Heckler & Koch P7 snug in the right-hand pocket of his raincoat, but he doesn't fee
that even it is adequate to the situa-

on.

The two | ads behind the cashiers' counter are not in the war zone of a big-citY 7-El even market,
but they are smart enough to take precautions. Not even Beverly Hlls and Bel Air, peopled by
weal thy actors and retired football stars, are any | onger safe at night either for or fromtheir
citizens. These fellows will have a firearmfor self- protection and will know how to use it.
Dealing with themw Il require an intimdating weapon with forni dabl e stopping power.

He opens a cabinet to the left of the oven. A Mdssberg shortbarreled, pistol-grip, punp-action, 12-
gauge shotgun is nounted in a pair of spring clanps on the shelf. He pops it | oose of the clanps
and lays it on the countertop.

The magazi ne tube of thel2-gauge is already | oaded. Al though he doesn't belong to the American
Aut onobi | e Associ ation, Edgler Vess is otherw se always prepared for any eventuality when he
travel s.

In the cabinet is a box of shotgun shells, open for easy access. He takes a few and puts them on
the counter next to the Mssberg, though he is not likely to need them

He quickly unbuttons the raincoat but doesn't take it off. He trans-

fers the pistol fromhis right-hand exterior pocket to an interior, right-hand breast pocket in
the lining. This is also where he places the spare shells.

From a kitchen drawer, he w thdraws a conpact Pol aroid canera

He tucks it into the pocket from which he just renoved the Heckler & Koch P7. Fromhis wallet, he
removes a trinmred Pol aroid snapshot of his special girl, Ariel, and he slips it into the sane
pocket that con-

tai ns the canera.

Wth his seven-inch switchblade, which is tacky fromall the work for which it was used at the
Tenpl et on house, he slashes the Iining of the |eft coat pocket. Then he rips away these tattered
fragments of fabric. Now, if he were to drop coins into this pocket, they would fall straight to
the floor.

He puts the shotgun under his open coat and holds it with his left hand, through the ruined
pocket. The conceal nent is effective. He does not believe that he | ooks at all suspicious.

He quickly paces back to the bedroom then forward, practicing his walk. He is able to nove freely
wi t hout bangi ng the shotgun agai nst his |egs.

After all, he can draw upon the ninbl eness and the grace of the spider fromthe Tenpl eton house.
Al t hough he doesn't care what danage he does to the birthmarked cashier with the ashen eyes, he'l
have to be careful not to destroy the face of the young Asian gentleman. He nmust have good

phot ographs for Ariel.

Overhead, the killer seemed to be occupied in the dining area. The floor creaked under him as he
shifted his weight.

Unl ess he had drawn open the curtains, he couldn't see outside fromwhere he was. Wth |uck, Chyna
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coul d make a break for freedom
She consi dered remai ning under the vehicle, letting himtank up, and drive away, and only then
going inside to call the police.

But he had tound the butcher knife; he would be thinking about it. Though she coul d see no way
that he could grasp the significance of the knife, by now she had an al nost superstitious dread of
himand was irrationally convinced that he would find her if she renai ned where she was.

She crawl ed out fromunder the notor hone, rose into a crouch, glanced at the open door, and then
| ooked back and up at the wi ndows along the side. The curtains were closed.

Enbol dened, she got to her feet, crossed to the inner service island, and stepped between the
punps. She gl anced back, but the killer remained inside the vehicle.

She went out of the night into bright fluorescent |light and the twang of country music. Two

enpl oyees were behind the counter on the right, and she intended to say Call the police, but then
she gl anced through the glass door that had just closed behind her, and she saw the killer getting
out of the notor hone and coming toward the store, even though he hadn't finished filling the fue
t ank.

He was | ooki ng down. He hadn't seen her. She noved away fromthe door. The two men stared at her
expectantly. If she told themto call the police, they would want to know why, and there was no
time for a discussion, not even enough time for the tel ephone call. Instead, she said, "Please
don't let himknow |I'mhere,"” and before they could reply, she wal ked away fromthem along an

ai sle with goods shel ved six feet high on both sides, to the far end of the store.

As she stepped out of the aisle to hide at the end of a row of display cases, Chyna heard the door
open and the killer enter. A grow of wind cane with him and then the door swung shut.

The redheaded cashi er and the young Asian gentleman with the |iquid-night eyes are staring at him
strangely, as if they know sone-

thing they shouldn't, and he al nost pulls the shotgun fromunder his coat the nonent that he wal ks
t hrough the door, al nbst bl ows them away without preanble. But he tells hinself that he is

m sreading them that they are nerely intrigued by him because he is, after all, a

striking figure. Oten people sense his exceptional power and are

aware that he lives a larger life than they do. He is a popular man at

parties, and wonen are frequently attracted to him These nen are

merely drawn to himas are so many others. Besides, if he whacks theminmedi ately, w thout a word,
he wi Il be denying hinself the pleasure of foreplay.

Al anj ackson is no |onger singing on the radio, and cocki ng one ear

appreci atively, Vess says, "Man, | like that Emylou Harris, don't

you@ Was there ever anyone could sing this stuff so it got to you that way? 9@

"She's good," says the redhead. Previously he was outgoi ng. Now

he seens reserved.

The Asian says nothing, inscrutable in this Zen tenple of Tw nkies, Hershey bars, beer nuts, snack

crackers, and Doritos. "I love a song about hone fires and fanmily," Vess says. "You on vacation?"
asks the redhead. "Hell, friend, |I'm always on vacation." "Too young to be retired."

461 nmean, " says Vess, "life itself is a vacation if you look at it the

right way. Been doing sone hunting." "Around these parts? Wat ganme's in season?" the redhead

asks.

The Asian remains silent but attentive. He takes a Slimli msausage off a display rack and skins
open the plastic wapper without letting his gaze flicker from Vess.

They don't suspect for a second that they're both going to be dead in a mnute, and their cow
stupid | ack of awareness delights Vess. It is quite funny, really. How dramatically their eyes
will widen in the in-

stant that the shotgun roars

I nstead of answering the cashier's question, Vess says, "Are you a hunter?" "Fishing's ny sport,"
the redhead says. "Never cared for it," says Vess. "Great way to get in touch with nature-little
boat on the | ake, peaceful water."

Vess shakes his head. "You can't see anything in their eyes." The redhead blinks, confused. "In
whose eyes?" "I mean, they're just fish. They just have these flat, glassy eyes. Jesus." "Wll, |
never said they're pretty. But nothing tastes better than

your own-caught sal non or a ness of trout."

Edgler Vess listens to the nusic for a nonent, letting the two nen watch him The song genuinely
affects him He feels the piercing |oneliness of the road, the longing of a |over far from homne.
He is a sensitive nman.
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The Asian bites off a piece of the SlimJim He chews daintily, his jaw nmuscles hardly noving.
Vess decides that he will take the unfinished sausage back to Ariel. She can put her nouth where
the Asian had his. This intimacy with the beautiful young man will be Vess's gift to the girl.

He says, "Sure will be glad to get honme to ny Ariel. Isn't that a

pretty nanme?" "Sure is," says the redhead. "Fits her too." "She the m ssus?" asks the redhead. H's
friendliness is not as natural as when Vess spoke with himabout turning on punp nunber seven. He
is definitely unconfortable and trying not to showit.

Time to startle them see howthey react. WII either of thembegin to realize just how nuch
trouble is comng? "Nope," Vess says. "No ball and chain for nme. Maybe one day. Anyway, Ariel's
only sixteen, not ready yet."

They are not sure what to say. Sixteen is half his age. Sixteen is still a child. Jailbait.
The risk he's taking is enornous and titillating. Another custoner

m ght pull off the highway at any nonment, raising the stakes. "Prettiest thing you'll ever see
this side of paradise," says Vess, and he licks his lips. "Ariel, | mean."

He takes the Polaroid snapshot fromhis coat pocket and drops it onto the counter. The cl erks
stare at it. "She's pure angel," says Vess. "Porcelain skin. Breathtaking. Makes your scrotum

twang |i ke a bass fiddle."

Wth barely disguised distaste, the cashier |ooks at the punpnonitor board to the left of the cash
regi ster and says, "Your sixty bucks just finished going in the tank."

Vess says, "Don't get me wong. | never touched her-that way. She's been | ocked in the basenent
the past year, where | can look at her anytime | want to. Waiting for ny little doll to ripen, get
just alittle sweeter."

As gl assy-eyed as fish, they gaze at him He relishes their expressions.

Then he sniles, laughs, and says, "Hey, had you going there, didn't |?"

Neit her man smiles back at him and the redhead says tightly, "You still going to make some ot her
purchases, or do you just want your change?"

Vess puts on his nobst sincere face. He can al nbst nanage a bl ush

"Listen, sorry if | offended. I"ma joker. Can't help puttin' people on." "Well,
redhead, "I have a sixteen-year-old daughter, so

don't see what's funny."

Speaki ng to the Asian, Vess says, "Wen | go hunting, |I take tro-

phies. You know|ike a nmatador gets the bull's tail and ears? Sonetines it's just a picture. Gfts
for Ariel. She'll really like you."

As he speaks, he raises the Mossberg, draped with the raincoat as

if with black funeral bunting, seizes it in both hands, blows the redheaded cashier off his stool
and punps another shell into the breech

The Asian. Ch, how his eyes wi den. The expression in themis like nothing ever to be seen in the
eyes of fish.

Even as the redhead crashes to the floor, this young Asian gentleman with the fabul ous eyes has
one hand under the counter, going for

a weapon.

Vess says, "Don't, or I'll shove the bullets up your ass.
anyway, a Smith & Wesson

3 8 Chief's Special, so Vess thrusts the shotgun across the counter and fires point-blank at his
chest, loath to nmess up that perfect face. The young man is airborne off the stool, the revol ver
spinning fromhis hand even before he has a chance to squeeze off one round.

The redhead is screanming. Vess walks to the gate in the counter and passes through to the

wor k ar ea.

The redheaded cashier with the sixteen-year-old daughter waiting at hone is curled as if imtating
the fetus-like pink birthmark on his forehead, hugging hinmself, holding hinmself together. On the
radi o, Garth Brooks sings "Thunder Rolls." Now the cashier is scream ng and crying at the sane
time. The screans reverberate in the pl ateglass wi ndows, and the echo of the shotgun still roars
in Vess's ears, and a new custoner could walk into the store at any second. The np-

ment is achingly intense.

One nore round finishes the cashier.

says the

But the Asian brings up the revol ver

The Asian is unconscious and going fast. Happily, his face is unmarked.

Li ke a pilgrimgenuflecting before a shrine, Vess drops onto one knee as a final gasp rattles from
the dying young man. A sound like the brittle flutter of insect wings. He |l eans close to inhale
the other's exhal ation, breathes deeply. Now small neasures of the Asian's grace and beauty are a
part of him conveyed on the scent of the SlimJim
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The Brooks song is followed by that old Johnny Cash nunmber "A Boy Nanmed Sue," which is silly
enough to spoil the nmobod. Vess turns off the radio.

As he rel oads, he surveys the area behind the counter and spots a

row of wall switches. They are |labeled with the locations of the lights that they control. He
shuts down all the exterior lighting, including the OPEN 24 HOURS of red neon on the roof

When he al so switches off the fluorescent ceiling panels, the store is not plunged into tota
darkness. The display lights in the long row

of coolers glow eerily behind the insul ated gl ass doors. A lighted clock advertising Coors beer
hangs on one wall, and at the counter, a gooseneck lanp illum nates the papers on which the Asian
gent | eman was wor ki ng.

Nevert hel ess, the shadows are deep, and the place appears to be closed. It's unlikely that a
customer will pull in fromthe highway.

O course a county sheriffs deputy or highway patrol officer, curious about why this establishment
that never closes is, in fact, suddenly closed, night investigate. Consequently, Vess doesn't
dawdl e over the tasks that renain.

Huddl ed with her back against the end panel of the shelves, as far as she could get fromthe
cashiers' counter, Chyna felt exposed by the display-case light to her right and threatened by the
shadows to her left. In the silence following the gunfire and the cessation of the nusic, she
became convinced that the killer could hear her ragged, shuddery breathing. But she couldn't quiet
hersel f, and she couldn't stop shaking any nore than a rabbit could cease shivering in the shadow
of a wolf.

Maybe the runble of the conpressors for the coolers and freezers woul d provi de enough covering
sound to save her. She wanted to | ean

out to one side and then the other to check the flanking aisles, but she could not summon the
courage to |l ook. She was crazily certain that, |eaning out, she'd conme face-to-face with the eater
of spiders.

She had t hought that nothing could be nore devastating than finding the bodies of Paul and Sarah-
and | ater Laura-but this had been worse. This tine she had been in the sane room when nurder
happened, cl ose enough not nerely to hear the screans but to feel them!|ike punches in the chest.
She supposed the killer was robbing the place, but he didn't need to kill the clerks just to get
the noney. Necessity, of course, was not a

deciding factor with him He had killed them sinply because he en-

joyed doing so. He was on a roll. He was hot.

She seened trapped in an endl ess night. A breakdown in the cosm c machi nery, gears janmed. Stars
| ocked in place. No sunrise ever rising. And com ng down through the frozen sky, a terrible

col dness.

A light flashed, and Chyna brought her hands up defensively in front of her face. Then she
realized that the flash had cone fromthe other end of the store. And again.

-@

Edgl er Vess is not a hunter, as he had told the redheaded cashier, but a connoi sseur who collects
exqui site inmages, recording nost of themw th the canmera of his mnd s eye but once in a while
with the Pol aroid canera. Menories of great beauty enliven his thoughts every day and formthe
basis of his gratifying dreans.

Each canera flash seens to linger in the huge eyes of the Asian clerk, glinmering as if it were
his spirit trapped behind his corneas

and seeking egress fromthe cooling nortal coil

Once, in Nevada, Vess had killed an inconparable twenty-year-old brunette, whose face had nade
Claudi a Schiffer and Kate Moss | ook |ike hags. Before neticul ously destroying her, he had taken
si x photographs. Wth threats, he had even nmanaged to nake her snmile in three of the shots; she
had a radiant smile. Once every thirty days during the three nmonths follow ng that nenorable

epi sode, he had cut

up and eaten one of the photos in which she'd been smiling, and with the consunption of each, he
had been fiercely aroused by the destruction of her beauty. He had felt her snile in his belly, a
war m ng

radi ance, and knew t hat he hinself was nore beautiful because he contained it.

He can't renenber the brunette's name. Nanes are never of any inportance to him

Knowi ng the nane of the young Asian gentleman, however, w |l be hel pful when he describes this

epi sode to Ariel. He puts aside the Polaroid, rolls the dead man over, and takes his wallet from
his hip pocket.

Hol ding the driver's license in the light fromthe gooseneck | anp, he sees that the name is Thomas
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Fuj i not o.

Vess decides to call himFuji. Like the mountain. He returns the license to the wallet and tucks
the wallet in the pocket. He takes none of the dead nan's nobney. He won't touch the cash in the
regi ster either-except to extract the forty dollars in change that is due him He isn't a thief.
Wth three photographs taken, he needs only to keep his pronmse to Fuji and prove that he is a man
of his word. It is an awkward bit of business, but he finds it anusing.

Now he nust deal with the security system which has recorded everything that he's done. A video
canera is mounted over the front door and focused on the cashiers' counter.

Edgl er Foreman Vess has no desire to see hinmself on television news. Living with intensity is
virtually inpossible when one is in prison

Chyna was in control of her breathing again, but her heart knocked so

hard that her vision pulsed, and the carotid arteries thunped in her throat as though jolts of
electricity were slanm ng through them

Agai n convinced that safety lay in novenent, she leaned into the |light and | ooked around the
corner into the aisle in front of the coolers. The killer was not in sight, although she could
hear himnoving at the other end of the store: crisp furtive rustlings like arat in adrift of
autumm | eaves.

On her hands and knees, stomach clenched in terror, she crawled into the spill of cooler light far
enough to | ook along the narrow ai sle, seeking something on the shelves to the right that night
serve as a weapon. Wthout the butcher knife, she felt hel pless.

No knives were conveniently for sale. Nearest to her were hanging displays of novelty key chains,
fingernail clippers, pocket conbs, styptic pencils, packets of noistened towelettes, eyeglass-

cl eani ng papers, decks of playing cards, and disposable cigarette |ighters.

She reached up and took one of the lighters off the rack. She wasn't sure how she could use it to
def end herself, but in the absence of a satisfyingly sharp length of steel, fire was the only
weapon avail able to her.

The overhead fl uorescent panels blinked on. The brightness froze her

She | ooked toward the far end of the store. The killer wasn't in

sight, but across one wall his slouched shadow swel | ed huge and then shrank and then glided away
like that of a noth swoopi ng past a floodl anp.

Vess switches the lights on only to | ook at the video canera nounted above the front door

O course the incrimnating tape is not contained in the canera. |If access were that easy, even
some of the dimvit thugs who nake a |iv-

ing sticking up service stations and conveni ence stores would be smart enough to clinb on a stoo
and eject the cassette to take it with themor otherw se destroy the evidence. The canera is
sending the inmage to a video recorder el sewhere in the building.

The systemis an add-on, so the transnission cable isn't buried in the wall. This is fortunate for
Vess, because if the cable were hidden, the search would be nore tine-consunming. The line isn't
even tucked up above the suspended acoustic-tile ceiling. Bracketed to the Sheetrock, it |eads
openly to the back partition behind the cashiers' counter and through a hal f-inch-dianmeter hole in
that wall to another room

There's a door to that roomas well. He finds an office with one desk, gray netal filing cabinets,
a small safe with a conbination | ock, and wood-pattern Form ca storage cabinets.

Fortunately, the recorder isn't in the safe. The transmni ssion cable cones through the wall from
the store, continues through two nore

brackets for a distance of about seven feet, then drops down through the top of one of the storage
cabinets. No attenpt at conceal ment what soever.

rie opens tfte upper doors to the cabinet, doesn't find what he seeks, and checks bel ow. Three
machi nes are stacked atop one anot her

Tape whi spers through the bottom machine, and the indicator |ight shines above the word RECORD. He
presses the STOP button, then EJECT, and he drops the cassette into his raincoat pocket.

- _He might play it for Ariel. The quality will not be first-rate, because this is an old system
out dated technol ogy. But the precious girl will be inpressed by his bold perfornance even in too
brightly lit scenes on bl ack-and-white tape that has been re-recorded too often

A tel ephone stands on the desk. He uncouples it fromthe cord that |eads to the wall jack and uses
the butt of the shotgun to snash the keypad.

A new shift of clerks will come on duty, probably at eight or nine o' clock, in four or five hours.
By then Vess will be long gone. But there's no point in making it easy for themto call the
police. Sonething mght go wong with his plans, delaying himhere or on the highway, and then he
will be glad that he bought hinmself an extra half hour by destroying the tel ephones.
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Besi de the door is a pegboard on which hang ei ght keys, each with its own tag. Wth the exception
of the current regrettable interruption in service, this establishnment is open twenty-four hours a
day@et there's a key to lock the front door. He slips it off its peg.

In the work area behind the cashiers' counter once nore, aft r

closing the office door behind him Vess snaps down a switch, and Ye overhead fl uorescents wi nk
out .

He stands in the dimlight that remains, breathing through his nmouth, licking his lips, rolling
his tongue over his gunms, tasting the lingering acrid scent of gunfire. The gl oom feels good

agai nst his face and the backs of his hands; the shadows are as erotic as slender, trenbling
hands.

St eppi ng around t he bodies, he goes to the counter and takes only his forty dollars fromthe cash
regi ster drawer.

The young Asian's Smith & Wesson - 3 8 Chief's Special lies on the counter, in the cone of |ight
fromthe gooseneck | amp, where Vess carefully placed it nminutes ago. He is no nore capabl e of
stealing the gun than he is of taking noney that doesn't belong to him

The SlimJim fromwhich the Asian took a large bite, is also on' the counter. Unfortunately, the
wr apper was peeled off; therefore, it is useless.

Vess plucks another sausage fromthe display rack, neatly chews off the end of the plastic

wr apper, and slides the tube of neat out of the

package. He inserts the shorter sausagre (missing the Asian's bite) into the wapper and twi sts
the end shut. He puts this in his pocket with the videotape-for Ariel.

He pays for the sausage that he threw away, naking change fromthe open regi ster drawer.

On the counter is a telephone. He unplugs it fromthe jack and

smashes the keypad with the butt of the shotgun.

Now he goes shoppi ng.

Chyna was relieved when the lights went off, frightened by the hamrering, and then alert in the
subsequent sil ence.

She had crept out of the cooler-lighted aisle and returned to her

shelter at the end of the shelf row, where she had quietly peel ed open the cardboard-and-plastic
package that contained the disposable cigarette lighter. Wile the overhead fl uorescents had been
on and the flickering flame couldn't betray her, she had tested the lighter, and it

had wor ked.

Now she clutched this pathetic weapon and prayed that the killer

woul d fini sh whatever he was doi ng---maybe | ooting the cash registerand just, for God' s sake, get
out of here. She didn't want to have to go

up against himwith a Bic butane. |If he stunbled onto her, she night be able to take advantage of
his surprise, thrust the lighter in his face, and

give hima nasty little burn-or even set his hair on fire-before he re-

coiled. Mre likely, his reflexes would be uncannily quick; he'd knock the lighter out of her hand
before she could do any damage.

Even i f she burned him she would gain only precious seconds to

turn and flee. Hurting, he would conme after her, and with his long | egs, he would be swift. Then
the outconme of the race woul d depend on whether her terror or his insane rage was the greater

noti vating force.

She heard novenent, the creak of the counter gate, footsteps. Half nauseated from protracted fear,
she was gloriously heartened when it seened that he was | eaving.

Then she realized that the footsteps were not crossing toward the door at the front of the store
They wer e approachi ng her

,-jne was squatting on her haunches, back pressed to the end panel of the shelf row, not

i medi ately sure where he was. In the first of the three aisles, toward the front of the store? In
the center aisle inmediately to her |eft?

No. The third aisle. To her right. He was com ng past the coolers. Not fast. Not as if he knew
that she was here and intended to whack her

Rising into a crouch but staying |ow, Chyna eased to the left, into the niddle of the three
passages. Here the glow fromthe cool ers, one row renoved, bounced off the acoustic-tile ceiling
but provided little illumnation. Al the merchandi se was shel ved wi th shadows.

She started forward toward the cashiers' counter, thankful for her soft-soled shoes-and then she
remenbered the packagi ng from which she had extracted the Bic lighter. She'd left it on the floor
where she'd been squatting at the end of the shelf row

He woul d see it, probably even step on it. Maybe he would think that earlier in the night some
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shoplifter had slipped the lighter out of the packaging to conceal it nore easily in a pocket. O
maybe he woul d know.

Intuition mght serve himas well as it sonetines served Chyna. If intuition was the whisper of
God, then perhaps another and | ess benevol ent god spoke with equal subtleness to a man like this.
She turned back, |eaned around the corner, and snatched up the enpty package. The stiff plastic
crinkled in her shaky grip, but the sound was faint and, luckily, masked by his footsteps.

He was at |east hal fway down the third aisle by the time she started forward al ong the second. But
he was taking his time while she was scuttling as fast as she could, and she reached the head of
her aisle before he arrived at the end of his.

At the termnus of the shelf row, instead of a flat panel |ike the one

at the far end, there was a freestanding wire carousel rack hol di ng paperback books, and Chyna
nearly collided with it when she turned the corner. She caught herself just in tinme, slipped
around the rack, and sheltered against it, between aisles once nore.

On the floor lay a Polaroid photograph: a close-up of a strikingly beautiful girl of about
sixteen, with long platinumblond hair. The teenager's features were conposed but not rel axed,
frozen in a studied

bl andness, as though her true feelings were so expl osive that she would self-destruct if she
acknow edged them Her eyes subtly belied her

cal m deneanor; they were slightly w de, watchful, achingly expressive, wi ndows on a soul in
tornent, full of anger and fear and desperati on.

This nmust be the photograph that he had shown to the clerks.

Ariet. The girl in the cellar

Al t hough she and Ariel bore no resenblance to each other, Chyna felt as though she were staring
into a mrror rather than | ooking at a

picture. In Ariel, she recognized a terror akin to the fear that had suffused her own chil dhood, a
fam |iar desperation, |oneliness as deep as

a cold pol ar ocean.

The killer's footsteps brought her back to the nmonment. judging by the sound of them he was no
longer in the third aisle. He had turned the corner at the back of the store and was now in the
m ddl e passage.

He was coming forward, |eisurely covering the same territory over which Chyna had just scuttl ed.
"at the hell is he doing?

She wanted to take the photograph but didn't dare. She put it on

the floor where she had found it.

She went around the paperback carousel into the third aisle, which the killer had just left, and
she headed toward the end of the shelf row

again. She stayed close to the nerchandi se on the left, away fromthe gl ass doors of the |ighted
coolers on the right, to avoid throwi ng a

shadow on the ceiling tiles, which he mght see

When she was noving, she could still hear his heavy footsteps, but unless she stopped to listen
she couldn't tell in which direction he was

headed. Yet she didn't dare stop to take a bearing on him lest he circle again into this aisle
and catch her in the open. Wen she reached the end of the row and turned the comer, she half
expected to di scover

that he had changed directions, to collide with him and to be caught.

But he wasn't there. Sitting on her haunches, Chyna | eaned back agai nst the end panel of the shelf
row, the very spot fromwhich she'd started. G ngerly she

put the enpty Bic |ighter package on the floor between her feet, in the sane place from which she
had retrieved it less than a nminute before.

She |istened. No footsteps. Other than the noise nade by the coolers, only silence.

Thunb poi sed, she clutched the lighter in her fist, prepared to

strike the flane.

Vess stuffs two snack packages of cheese-and-peanut-butter crackers, one Pl anters peanut bar, and
two Hershey bars with alnonds into his raincoat pockets, in which he's already carrying the
pistol, the Polaroid, and the videotape.

He totals the cost in his head. Because he doesn't want to waste tinme going behind the register to
make change, he rounds the figure to the nearest dollar and | eaves the paynent on the counter
After picking up the fallen photograph of Ariel, he hesitates, soaking up the atnosphere of
aftermath. There is a special quality to a roomin which people have recently perished: like the
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hush in a theater during that instant between when the final curtain falls on a perfect
performance and when the w |l d appl ause begins; a sense of triunph but also a sol etm awar eness of
eternity suspended |ike a cold droplet at the point of a nelting icicle. Wth the screani ng done
and the blood pooled in stillness, Edgler Vess is better able to appreciate the effects of his
bold actions and to relish the quiet intensity of death.

Finally he | eaves the store. Using the tagged key that he took fromthe pegboard, he | ocks the
door.

At the corner of the building is one public tel ephone. Wth its arnored cord, the handset isn't
easily tom | oose, so he hammers it against the phone box five, ten, twenty tines, until the

pl astic cracks, revealing the nmcrophone. He tears the nmi ke out of the broken nouthpiece, drops it
on the pavenent, and nethodically crushes it under his boot heel. Then he hangs the usel ess
handset on the switch hook again.

Hi s work here is done. Although satisfying, this interlude was unexpected; it has put him behind
schedul e.

He has much driving to do. He is not tired. He had slept all the previous afternoon and well into
the evening, before visiting the Tenpl etons. Nevertheless, he is loath to waste nore tine. He

| ongs to be hone.

Far to the north, sheets of lightning flutter softly between dense |ayers of clouds, pulses rather
than bolts. Vess is pleased by the prospect of a big storm Here at ground | evel, where life is
lived, tumult and turnoil are fundanental elenments of the human climate, and for reasons that he
cannot understand, he is unfailingly reassured by

the sight of violence in higher realns as well. Though he fears nothing, he is sonetines

i nexplicably disturbed by the sight of serene

ski es-whet her blue or overcast-and often on a clear night when the sky is deep with stars, he
prefers not to gaze into that inmmensity.

Now no stars are visible. Above lie only sullen masses of clouds harried by a cold wind, briefly
veined with lightning, pregnant with a del uge.

Vess hurries across the blacktop toward the notor hone, eager to resunme his journey northward, to
meet the promised storm to find that best place in the night where the lightning will conme in
great shattering bolts, where a harder wind will crack trees, where rain will fall in destructive
fl oods.

Crouching at the end of the shelf row, Chyna had |listened to the door open and cl ose, not daring
to believe that the killer had left at last and that her ordeal night be over. Breath held, she'd
wai ted for the sound of the door opening again and for his footsteps as he reentered.

When she had heard, instead, the key scraping-clicking in the Iock and the deadbolt snapping into
pl ace, she had gone forward along the niddle of the three aisles, staying |ow, cat-quiet because
she expected, superstitiously, that he might hear the slightest sound even from outside.

A viol ent hammering, reverberating through the building walls, had brought her to a sudden halt at
the head of the aisle. He was pounding furiously on sonething, but she couldn't inagine what it

m ght be.

When t he hammering stopped, Chyna hesitated, then rose fromher crouch and | eaned around the end
of the shelves. She | ooked to the right, past the first aisle, toward the glass door and the

wi ndows at the front of the store.

Wth the outside lights off, the service islands lay in nurk as deep as that on any river bottom
She could not at first see the killer, who was at one with the night in his black raincoat. But
then he noved, wadi ng through the darkness toward the notor hone.

Even i f he gl anced back, he wouldn't be able to see her in the dimy lighted store. Her heart

t hundered anyway as she stepped into the

open area between the heads of the three aisles and the cashiers' counter

The phot ograph of Ariel was no |onger on the floor. She wi shed that she could believe it had never
exi st ed.

At the nmonent, the two enpl oyees who had kept the secret of her presence were nore inportant than
Ariel or the killer. The roar of the shotgun and the sudden cessation of the soul -shriveling
screans had convinced her that they were dead. But she nmust be sure. If one of them clung
mraculously to life, and if she could get help for hinpolice and paranedi cs-she would partially
redeem hersel f.

She had been unable to do anything to stop the bl ood-1oving bastard; she had only cowered out of
his sight, praying frantically for invisibility. Now nausea rolled like a slop of chilled oysters
in her stomach-and at the sanme tinme she was lifted by a sickening exhilaration that she had Ilived
when so many others had di ed. Understandable though it was, the exhilaration shamed her, and for
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herself as well as for the two clerks, she hoped that she could still save them

She pushed through the gate in the counter, and the piercing creak of a hinge scraped the holl ows
of her bones.

A gooseneck | anp provided sone |ight. The two nen were on the floor. "Ah," she said. And then
"God." They were beyond her help, and i mediately she turned awayy fromthem her vision blurring.
On the counter, directly under the lanp, lay a revolver. She stared at it in disbelief, blinking
back tears

Evidently it had bel onged to one of the clerks. She'd overheard the conversati on between the
killer and the two nen; and she vaguely re-

called a harsh adnmonition that m ght have been a warning to drop a

gun. This gun.

She grabbed it, held it in both hands-a wei ght that buoyed her. If the killer returned, she was
ready, no |onger hel pless, for she knew how to use guns. Sorme of her mother's craziest friends had
been expert with weaponry, hate-filled people with a queer brightness in the eyes that was a sign
of drug use in sone cases but that was visible in others only when they spoke passi onately about
their deep com

mtnment to truth and justice. On an isolated farmin Mntana, when Chyna was only twelve, a wonman
naned Doreen and a nman nanmed Kirk had instructed her in the use of a pistol, although her slender
arnms had junped wildly with the recoil. Patiently teaching her con-

trol, they had said that sonmeday she would be a true soldier and a credit to the novenent.

Chyna had wanted to | earn about firearns not to use themin one noble cause or another but to
protect herself fromthose people in her nother's strange circles who succunbed to drug-enhanced
rages-or who stared at her with a sick desire. She had been too young to want their attention, too
sel f-respecting to encourage thembut thanks to her nother, she had not been too innocent to
under stand what some of themwanted to do with her

Now, with the dead clerk's revolver in hand, she turned and saw the shattered tel ephone. "Shit."
She hurried back through the gate, into the public part of the store, directly to the front door.
The notor hone was still parked on this side of the farther of the two service islands. The
headl i ghts were off.

The killer was not in sight at first-but then he wal ked into view around the back of the notor
home, his unbuttoned coat flaring Iike a cape in the w nd.

Al t hough the man was about sixty feet away, surely he couldn't see her at the door. He wasn't even
| ooking in her direction, but Chyna took a step backward.

Apparently he had been racking the hose at the gasoline punp and cappi hg the fuel tank. He wal ked
al ongsi de the vehicle toward the driver's door

She had planned to tel ephone the police and tell themthat the killer was headed north on Hi ghway
i oi. Now, by the tine she got to a phone, called the cops, and made them understand the
situation, he might have as nuch as an hour's lead. Wthin an hour, he would have several choices
of other routes that branched off ioi. He mght continue north toward Oregon, turn east toward
Nevada-or even angle West to the coast, thereafter turning south again along the Pacific and into
San Franci sco, vanishing in the urban naze. The nore niles he travel ed before an all-points
bulletin went out for him the harder he would be to find. He would soon be in another police
agency's jurisdiction, first a different county and perhaps eventually a different state,
conplicating the search for him

And now t hat she thought about it, Chyna realized that she had precious little information that
woul d be hel pful to the cops. The notor hone m ght be blue or green; she wasn't sure which-or even

if it was either-because she'd seen it only in the darkness and then in the color-distorting
yell ow gl ow of the service station's sodi umva r

lights. She didn't know the nmake of it either, and she hadn't seen 7e |license plate.

He was getting away. Unhurried, clearly confident that he was in no i nm nent danger of discovery,
he clinbed into the notor hone and pull ed shut the driver's door

He @going to get away. Yesus. No, intolerable, unthinkable. He can't be allowed to get away,

never payfor what he did to Laura, to all ofthemeven worse, have a chance to do it again. No, Cod,
pl ease, let me drop the hateful rotten fucking bastard with a shot in the head.

She stepped close to the door again. It could be unlocked only with a key. She didn't have a key.
She heard the notor-home engi ne turn over

I f she shot out the glass, he would hear. Even over the roar of the engine and froma distance, he
woul d hear.

Once through the door, she would be too far away to shoot him Fifty or sixty feet, at night, with
a handgun, the gasoline punps intervening. No way. She had to get close, right up against the
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not or

hone, put the muzzle to the w ndow

But if he heard her shoot her way through the | ocked door and saw

her comi ng out of the store, she wouldn't have a chance to get close to him not in a mllion
years, and then he woul d be stal king her again, across the service-station property, wherever she
went, and his shotgun was better armanent than her revol ver.

Qut at the notor hone, he switched on the headlights. "No." She ran to the gate in the counter
shoved t hrough it, stepped around the dead nen, and went to the door in the back wall

There had to be a rear entrance. Both practical function and fire codes would require it.

The door opened onto bl ackness. As far as she could tell, there were no wi ndows ahead of her
Maybe it was only a supply closet or a

bat hroom She stepped across the threshold, closed the door behind her to prevent Iight from

| eaking into the store, felt along the wall to

her left, found a switch, and risked turning on the lights.

She was in a cranped office. On the Jesk was another shattered tel ephone.

Directly across the roomfromthe door that she had just used was

anot her door. No obvious | ock. That woul d be a bat hroom

To her left, in the back wall of the building, a netal door featured a pair of over-and-under
deadbolts with thunb-tuns. She di sengaged the | ocks and opened the door, and a flood tide of cold
wi nd washed into the office.

Behind the store spread a twenty-foot-w de paved area, and then a

steep hillside rose with serried trees that were black in the night and restless in the wind. A
security light in a wire cage reveal ed two parked cars, which probably bel onged to the clerks.

I Cursing the killer, Chyna turned to the right and sprinted al ong the shorter length of the
bui | di ng, around the coner, past public rest rooms. She had never caused anyone physical harm not
once in her life, but she was ready to kill now, and she knew that she could do it without
hesitation, with no thought of mercy, with a vengeance, because be had enpowered her to do it.
This was what he had reduced her to-this blind, animal fury-and the worst thing was that it felt
good, this rage, so good in conparison to the fear and hel pl essness she had endured, a sweet
singing of rushing blood in the veins and an exhilarating sense of savage strength. She shoul d
have been appalled at

the lust for blood that seized her, but she liked it, and she knew that she would like it even
nmor e when she caught up with the motor honme and shot himthrough the driver's-side wi ndow, pulled
open the door and shot hi magain where he sat bl eeding, dragged himout and let himsprawl on the
pavenment and enptied the revolver into himuntil he could never again go hunting.

She rounded the second corner and reached the front of the buil ding.

The notor hone was pulling away fromthe punps. She raced after it, faster than she had ever run
in her life, cleaving a resistant wind that stung new tears fromher eyes, shoes pounding noisily
on the bl acktop.

Now it was Dear Lord, let me catch himinstead of Dear Lord, let ne

get awayfromhim and nowit was Dear Lord, let ne kill himinstead of Dear Lord, don't let him
kill nme.

The notor hone picked up speed. It was already out of the service area, entering the eighth-of-a-
mle ane that would take it back onto the highway.

She woul d never be able to catch it.

He was getting away. She halted and planted her feet wi de apart. The revolver was in her right
hand. She raised it, gripped it with both hands, arns extended, el bows |ocked. Shooter's stance.
Every good girl should know it, come

the revol ution.

Her heart didn't nerely beat, it crashed, and every explosive punp shook her arms, so she couldn't
hold the revolver on target. The notor hone was too distant anyway. She'd nmiss it by yards. And
even

if she got lucky and put one round in the back wall, it would be nowhere near the driver. He was
out of her reach, beyond harm cruising away.

It was over. She could go for help, find the nearest working phone, call the local police, and try
to cut his lead tine as short as possiblebut for now and here, it was over

Except that it wasn't over, and she knew it wasn't, no matter how nuch she wanted to be fi ni shed
with it, because she said aloud, "Ariel."

Si xteen. Prettiest thing this side ofparadise. Pure angel. Porcel ain skin. Breathtaking. Locked in
the basementfor a year Never touched ber-tbat way. Waitingfor her to ripen, getjust alittle

file:/l/F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Koontz,%20Dean%20-%20Intensity.txt (42 of 146) [1/17/03 3:06:16 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/K oontz,%20D ean%20-%20I ntensity.txt

sweet er

In Chyna's nmind s eye, the Polaroid photograph of Ariel was as

clear and detailed as it had been when she'd held it in her hand. That bl and expression

mai nt ai ned with obvious effort. Those eyes, brinm ng with angui sh

Earlier, listening to the conversation between the killer and the two cl erks, Chyna had known that
he was not nerely playing ganes with them that he was telling the truth. The creep was letting
themin on his secrets, admitting his perverse crimes, getting a kick out of revealing his guilt
because he knew that they were going to die and that they woul d never have a chance to repeat his
adm ssions to anyone. Even if she'd never seen the photograph, she would have known.

Ariel. Those eyes. The angui sh. Wil e she had been concentrating on her own survival, Chyna had

bl ocked all thoughts of the captive girl fromher nind. And when she had found the revol ver, she
had at once convinced herself that all she wanted was to kill this son of a bitch, blow his brains
out, because the truth was sonething that she hadn't quite been able to face.

The truth had been that she didn't dare kill him because when he was dead, they might never find
Ariel-or find her days too late, after she had died of starvation or thirst in her basenent cell
He m ght

have the girl | ocked under his house, which they would probably be able to | ocate from whatever
identification he was carrying, but he night have stashed her el sewhere, in a place renote, to

whi ch he and only he could | ead them Chyna had pursued the killer to disable him so the cops
woul d be able to wench fromhimthe | ocation at which Ariel was being held. If she could have
caught up with the notor

home, she woul d have tried to yank open the driver's door, shoot the vicious bastard in the leg as
she ran al ongsi de, wound hi m badly enough that he would have to stop the vehicle. But she'd had to
hide that truth fromherself because trying to wound himwas a |lot riskier than going for a head
shot through the w ndow, and she m ght not

have had the courage to run so fast and try so hard if she had adnmitted to herself what, in fact,
had needed to be done.

Wth its burden of corpses, with its driver whose nane m ght well be Legion, the big notor hone
dwi ndl ed down the service road toward H ghway 10 1, quite literally Hell on wheels.

Somewhere he had a house, and under the house was a basenent, and in the basenent was a sixteen-
year-old girl named Ariel, held prisoner for a year, untouched but soon to be violated, alive but
not for long. "She's real," Chyna whispered to the wind.

The taillights receded into the night. She frantically surveyed the lonely stretch of countryside.
She was

unable to see help in any direction. No house lights in the imediate vicinity. Just trees and
dar kness. Sonething glowed faintly to the north, beyond a hill or two, but she didn't know the

source, and anyway she couldn't get that far quickly on foot.

On the highway, a truck appeared fromthe south behind a blaze of headlights, but it didn't pul
off to tank up at the shuttered service station. It shrieked past, the driver oblivious of Chyna
The | unbering notor hone was al nost to the far end of the connecting road.

Sobbing with frustration, with anger, with fear for the girl whom she had never net, and wth
despair for her own culpability if that girl died, Chyna turned away fromthe notor hone. Hurried
past the gasoline punps. Around the building, back the way she had cone.

Thr oughout her own chil dhood, no one had ever held out a hand to her. No one had ever cared that
she was trapped, frightened, and hel pl ess.

Now, when she thought of the Polaroid snapshot, the inmage was |i ke one of those hol ograns that
changed depending on the angle at which it was viewed. Sonmetinmes it was Ariel's face, but
sonetimes it was Chyna's own.

As she ran, she prayed that she wouldn't have to go inside again. And search the bodies.

Distant lightning flickered, and faraway thunder clattered |ike boot heels on holl ow basenent
stairs. On the steep hills behind the building, black trees thrashed in the escal ating w nd.

The first car was a white Chevrolet. Ten years old. Unl ocked. When she scranbled in behind the
steering wheel, the womout seat springs creaked, and a candy-bar wapper or sonething crackl ed
underfoot. The interior stank of stale cigarette snoke.

The keys were not in the ignition. She checked behind the sun

visor. Under the driver's seat. Nothing.

The second car was a Honda, newer than the Chevy. It snelled of a | enon-scented air freshener, and
the keys were in a coin tray on the console.

She placed the revolver on the passenger seat, within easy reach, reluctant to let it out of her
hand. As an adult, she had always relied on prudence and caution to stay out of harm s way. She
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hadn't held a

gun since she'd wal ked out on her nother at the age of sixteen. Now she could not imagine living
wi t hout a weapon at her side, and she doubted that she ever would do so agai n-which was a

devel opnent that dismayed her

The engi ne turned over at once. The tires shrieked, and she peel ed rubber getting started. Snoke
bl ooned fromthe spinning wheels, but then she shot out from behind the building and rocketed past
the service islands.

The connecting road to the freeway was deserted. The notor hone was out of sight.

At this point, ioi was a four-Ilane divided highway, so the notor home coul dn't have gotten across
the median to turn south. The killer had to have gone north, and he couldn't have traveled far in
the little lead tine that he had.

Chyna went after him

At four o'clock in the norning, oncomng traffic is sparse, but each set

of headlights purls through the fine hairs in Edgler Vess's ears. This is a pleasant sound,
separate fromthe passing roar of engines and the Doppler-shift whine of other vehicles' tires on
t he pavenent.

As he drives, he eats one of the Hershey bars. The silkiness of nelting chocolate on his tongue
rem nds himof the nusic of Angel o Badal amenti, and the nusic of Badal anmenti brings to nmind the
waxy surface of a scarlet anthurium and the anthurium sparks an intensely sensual recollection of
the cool taste and crispness of cornichons, which for several seconds conpletely overwhel ns the
actual taste of the chocol ate.

Li stening to the murmur of oncom ng headlights, engaged in this free association of sensory i nput
and nenory, Vess is a happy man. He experiences |life far nore intensely than do ot her people; he
is asingularity. Because his nmind is not cluttered with foolishness and fal se enotions, he is
able to perceive what others cannot. He understands the nature of the world, the purpose of

exi stence, and the truth behind the Big Lie; because of these insights, he is free, and because he
is free, he is always happy.

The nature of the world is sensation. We drift in an ocean of sensory stinuli: notion, color
texture, shape, heat, cold, natural synphonies of sound, an infinite nunber of scents, tastes
beyond the hunman ability to catal ogue. Nothing but sensation endures. Living things all die. Geat
cities do not last. Metal corrodes and stone crunbles. Over eons, continents are reshaped, whole
nount ai n ranges van-

i sh, and seas run dry. The planet itself will be vaporized when the sun

sel f-destructs. But even in the void of deep space, between solar systens, in that profound vacuum
that will not transmit soiind, there is nevertheless Iight and darkness, cold, notion, shape, and
the awful panorama of eternity.

The sol e purpose of existence is to open oneself to sensation and to satisfy all appetites as they
ari se. Edgler Vess knows that there is no such thing as a good or bad sensation-only raw sensation
itself-and that every sensory experience is worthwhile. Negative and positive values are nerely
human interpretati ons of value-neutral stimuli and, therefore, are only as enduring-which is to
say, as meaningl ess-as human bei ngs thensel ves. He enjoys the npst bitter taste as much as he
relishes the sweetness of a ripe peach; in fact, he occasionally chews a few aspirin not to
relieve a headache but to savor the inconparable flavor of the nedication. Wen he accidentally
cuts hinself, he is never afraid, because he finds pain fascinating and wel cones it as

merely another form of pleasure; even the taste of his own blood intrigues him

M. Vess is not sure if there is such a thing as the imortal soul, but he is unshakably certain
that if souls exist, we are not born with themin the sane way that we are born with eyes and
ears. He believes that the soul, if real, accretes in the same manner as a coral reef grows from
the deposit of countless mllions of cal careous skel etons secreted by narine polyps. W build the
reef of the soul, however, not from dead polyps but fromsteadily accreted sensations through the
course

of alifetime. In Vess's considered opinion, if one wishes to have a form dable soul -or any sou

at all-one nmust open oneself to every possible sensation, plunge into the bottonl ess ocean of
sensory stimuli that is our world, and experience with no consideration of good or bad, right or
wong, with no fear but only fortitude. If his belief is correct, then he hinself is building what
may be the nost intricate, elaborated -if not to say baroque-and inportant soul that has ever
transcended this | evel of existence.

The Big Lie is that such concepts as love, guilt, and hate are real. Put M. Vess into a roomw th
any priest, show thema pencil, and they will agree on its color, size, and shape. Blindfold them
hol d ci nnanon under their noses, and they will both identify it fromthe snell. But bring before
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them a not her cuddling her baby, and the priest will see |ove where M. Vess will see only a worman
who enjoys the sensations provided by the infant-the scrubbed snell of it, the softness of its
pi nk skin, the undeni ably pleasing roundness of its sinply-fornmed face, the nusicality of its
giggle; its apparent hel pl essness and dependence deeply satisfy her. The greatest curse of
humanity's high intelligence is that, in nost nenbers of the species, it leads to a yearning to be
nore than they are. All men and wonen, in Vess's view, are findanentally nothing other than

ani mal s-smart ani mal s, indeed, but aninmals nonetheless; reptiles, in fact, evolved from whatever
fish with legs first craw ed out of the prinordial sea. They are, he knows, no-

tivated and formed solely by sensory stinuli, yet unable to adnmit to the prinacy of physica
sensation over intellect and enotion. They are even frightened of the reptile consci ousness
within, its needs and hungers, and they attenpt to restrict its sensation seeking by using lies
such as love, guilt, hate, courage, |loyalty, and honor

This is the phil osophy of M. Edgler Vess. He enbraces his reptilian nature. The glory of himis
to be found in his unmatched accretion of sensations. This is a finictional philosophy, requiring
its adherent to endorse neither the bl ack-and-white values that so hanper religious persons nor
the enbarrassing contradictions of the situational ethics that characterize both the nodern

at hei st and those whose religion is politics.

Life is. Vess lives. That is the sumof it. Driving north on H ghway ioi, finishing the second of
his two

Her shey bars, Vess considers, not for the first time, that there is a sim ilarity between the
texture of nelting chocolate and that of thickening bl ood.

He recalls the restful silence of the blood pooled around Ms. Tenpleton in the shower stal
before he disturbed it by turning on the cold water.

The menory of the hollow drumming in that shower nekes himaware of the coldness of all the rain
as yet unl eashed by the pending stormtoward which he is driving.

He sees a quick blush of lightning along the face of the clouds, and he knows that it tastes like
ozone.

Above the nonotonous rumbl e of the notor-home engi ne, he hears a peal of thunder, and that sound
is also a vivid inmage in his mnd: the young Asian's eyes opening wide, wide, wide with the first
crash of the shotgun.

Even in the airless void between gal axi es: the light and the darkness, color, texture, notion,
shape, and pain.

The highway rose, and the forests crowded close. On a wi de curve, the headlights of the Honda
swept across the flanking hills, revealing that some of the | ooning trees were i mense spruces and
pi nes. Soon, perhaps, redwoods.

Chyna kept her foot down hard on the accelerator. To the best of her recollection, this was the
first tinme she had ever broken a speed limt. She'd never been fined for a traffic violation; but
she woul d be grateful nowif a cop pulled her over

Her unbl em shed driving record resulted ftomher preference for noderation in all things,

i ncludi ng the pace at which she ordinarily drove. judging by the catastrophes that she had seen
befall others, sur-

vival was closely related to noderation, and her whole life was about survival, as any nun's life
m ght be defined by the word faith or any politician's by power She sel dom drank nore than one

gl ass of wine, never used drugs, engaged in no dangerous sports, ate a diet lowin fat and salt
and sugar, stayed out of nei ghborhoods reputed to be dangerous, never expressed strong opinions,
and in general was safely in-

conspi cuous-all in the interest of getting by, hanging on, surviving.

Agai nst the odds, she had already survived the events of the past few hours. The killer didn't
even know that she existed. She had made it. She was free. It was over. The smart thing, the w se
thing, the sane

thing--the Chyna thing-to do was to let himgo, just et himget away, pull off to the side of the
road, stop, surrender to the shakes that she was strenuously repressing, and thank God that she
was un-

touched and ali ve.

As she drove, Chyna argued agai nst her previous conviction, insisting that the teenage girl in the
cellar, Ariel of the angelic face, wasn't real. The photo m ght be of a girl whom he had al ready
killed. The story of her incarceration nmight be only a sick fantasy, a psychotic's version of a
Brothers Gcimmtal e, Rapunzel underground, nmerely a mnd ganme that he'd been playing with the two
clerks. "Liar," she called herself.

The girl in the photo was alive sonewhere, inprisoned. Ariel was no fantasy. |ndeed, she was
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Chyna; they were one and the sane, because all lost girls are the sane girl, united by their
suffering.
She kept her foot pressed firmy on the accelerator, and the Honda crested a hill, and the aged

not or home was on the | ong gradua

downsl ope ahead, five hundred feet away. Her breath caught in her

throat, and then she exhaled with a whispered, "Ob, Yesus."

She was approaching himat too great a speed. She eased off the accel erator

By the time she was two hundred feet fromthe notor home, she had matched speeds with it. She fel
back farther, hoping that he

hadn't noticed her initial haste.

He was driving between fifty and fifty-five mles per hour, a pru-

dent pace on that hi ghway, especially as they were now traveling on a

stretch without a nedian strip and with somewhat narrower |anes than previously. He woul dn't
necessarily expect her to pass him and he shoul dn't be suspici ous when she remnai ned behind; after
all, at this

sl eepy hour, not every driver in California was in a blistering hurry or

sui cidally reckl ess.

At this nore reasonabl e speed, she didn't have to concentrate as intently as before on the road
ahead, and she quickly searched the inmediate interior of the car in hopes of finding a cellular

t el ephone. She was pessinistic about the chances that a night clerk at a service

station would have a portabl e phone, but on the other hand, half the world seemed to have them
now, not just sal esnen and Realtors and | awers. She checked the consol e box. Then the gl ove box.
Under the driver's seat. Unfortunately, her pessimsmproved well founded.

Sout hbound traffic passed in the onconming lanes: a big rig with a

| ead-footed driver, a Mercedes close in its wake-then, followi ng a

I ong gap, a Ford. Chyna paid special attention to the cars, hoping that one of themwould be a
police cruiser.

If she spotted a cop, she intended to get his attention with the car

horn and by maki ng a weavi ng spectacle of herself in his rearviewnirror. If she was too late with
the horn and if the cop didn't | ook back and catch a glinpse of her reckless slalom she would
turn and pursue him reluctantly letting the notor hone out of her sight.

She wasn't hopeful about finding a cop anytime soon. Al the luck seened to be with the killer. He
conducted hinself with a confidence that unnerved Chyna. Perhaps that confidence was

the only guarantor of his good |uck-although even for one as rooted

inreality as Chyna, it was easy to |l et superstition overwhelmher, attributing to himpowers dark
and supernat ur al

No. He was only a nan

And now she had a revol ver. She was no | onger hel pl ess. The worst was past.

Li ghtning travel ed the northern sky again, but this time it was not pale or diffused through cloud
| ayers. The bolts were as bright as, though the naked sun were breaking through fromthe other
side of the night.

In those stroboscopic flashes, the notor home seened to vibrate, as if divine wath would shatter
it and its driver.

In this world, however, retribution was left to nortal men and wonen. God was content to wait for
the next life to nete out punishnment; in Chyna's view, this was H's only cruel aspect, but in this
was cruelty enouEh

Expl osi ons of thunder followed the Iightning. A though sonething above shoul d have broken, nothing
did, and the rain remained bottled higher in the night.

She hoped to spot a sign for a highway patrol depot, where she could seek help, but none appeared.
The nearest town of appreciable size, where she mght be fortunate enough to find a police station
or a cruising squad car, was Eureka, which was hardly a netropolis. And even Eureka was at |east
an hour away.

As a child, flat under beds and curled in the backs of closets, perched on rooftops and bal anced
in the upper reaches of trees, in winter barns and on warm ni ght beaches, she had hi dden and

wai ted out the passions and the rages of adults, always with dread but also with patience and with
a Zen-1like disconnection fromthe realities of tinme. Now inpatience plagued her as never before.
She wanted to see this man caught, nmanacled, harried to justice, hurt. Desperately she wanted this
and wi thout a single additional mnute of delay, hefore he could kill again. Her own surviva
wasn't currently at stake but that of a teenage girl whom she had never net, and she was surprised-
and nade uneasy@o di scover that she could care so ferociously about a stranger
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Per haps she had al ways possessed that capacity and sinply had never been in a situation that
required recognition of it. But no. That was sel f-deception. Ten years ago, she woul d never have
foll owed the notor home. Nor five years ago. Nor |ast year. Perhaps not even yesterday.

Sonet hi ng had profoundly changed her, and it hadn't been the brutality that she'd seen a few hours
earlier at the Tenpl eton house. Viscerally she was aware that this unsettling netanorphosis had
been a long tinme conmng, like the slow alteration in a river's course-by im

I

perceptible fractions of a degree, day after day. Then suddenly nere

survival was not enough for her any longer; the final palisade of soil crunbled, the | ast stone
shifted, and the destination of the river changed.

She frightened herself. This reckless caring. Mre lightning, nore ferocious than before, reveal ed
redwood trees so nassive that they rem nded her of cathedral spires. The steepleshattering Iight
was foll owed by quakes of thunder as violent as any shift in the San Andreas. The sky fissured,
and rain fell.

In the first instant, the drops were fat and mlky white in the headlights, as if the night were
an extingui shed chandelier in which were suspended an infinite nunber of rock-crystal pendants.
They shattered into the w ndshield, against the hood, across the bl acktop

On the hi ghway ahead, the notor hone began to di sappear into the downpour

In seconds the drops dwindled drastically in size even as they increased in nunber. They becane
silver gray in the headl anps, and fell not straight down as before but at an angle in the

puni shi ng wi nd.

Chyna switched the wi ndshield wipers to their highest setting, but the notor hone continued to
slip rapidly away into the stormas visibility declined. The killer was not lowering his speed in
respect of the worsening weather; he was accel erating.

Afraid to let himout of her sight for as nuch as a second, Chyna closed the gap between themto
about two hundred feet. She was worried that he would attach the correct significance to her
maneuver and realize that somehow she was onto him

Sout hbound traffic had been sparse to begin with, but now it declined in direct proportion to the
power of the escalating storm as though nost notorists had been washed of f the hi ghway.

No headlights appeared in the rearview nmrror either. The psychotic in the motor hone had set a
pace that no one but Chyna was likely to match

She felt alnost as alone with himhere in the open as she had been inside his abattoir on wheels.
Then, as enough time passed to nake the lonely | anes of blacktop and the dreary cataracts of rain
| ess threatening than nonotonous, the killer suddenly surprised her. Wth a quick touch of his
brakes, w thout bothering to use a turn signal, he angled to the right onto an exit |ane.

Chyna fell back sonmewhat, again concerned that he woul d becone suspicious, seeing her take the
same exit. Because theirs were the only two vehicles in sight, she could not be inconspicuous. But
she had no choice other than to follow him

By the time she reached the end of the ranp, the notor honme had vani shed into the rain and thin
nmst, but fromthe ranp entrance, she had seen it turn left. In fact, the two-lane road led only
west, and a sign indicated that she was already within the boundari es of Hunbol dt Redwood State
Par k.

In addition, three comunities |ay ahead: Honeydew, Petrolia, and Capetown. She'd never heard of
any of them and she was sure that they were little nore than wide places in the road, where she
woul d find no police.

Leani ng forward over the steering wheel, squinting through the rain-sneared w ndshield, she drove
into the park, eager to catch up with the killer again, because he might live in or near one of
those three small towns. She was wise to let himout of sight for a mnute, so he wouldn't think
that she was too eager to stay on his tail. But soon

she woul d need to reestablish visual contact before he reached the far side of the park and,

per haps thereafter, turned off the county road

onto a driveway or a private |ane.

The deeper the road wound anong the heaven-reaching trees, the less forcefully the rain beat

agai nst the Honda. The stormwas not dimnishing at all, but the huge ranparts of redwoods
sheltered the pavenent fromthe worst of the del uge

On this narrower, twisting route, it wasn't possible to maintain the pace they had kept on H ghway
ioi. Furthernore, the killer appar- ently had decided that he no | onger needed to nake good tine,
per haps because he'd put what seenmed a safe distance between hinself and the dead nen at the
service station, and when Chyna caught up with himin hardly nore than a ninute, he was driving
under the posted speed linit.
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Now, closer than she'd been before, she noticed that the notor hone didn't have |icense plates.

Cal i fornia-and some other states, for all she knewdidn't issue tenporary plates for a newy
purchased vehicle, and it was legal to drive without the tags until they cane in the mail fromthe
Depart ment of Mdtor Vehicles. O perhaps before going to the Tenpl etons' house, the killer had
renoved his plates rather than risk a witness with a good nenory.

Easi ng of f the accelerator, Chyna glanced at the speedoneterand spotted a red warning light. The
fuel - gauge needl e was bel ow the EMPTY nmark

She had no idea how | ong the warning |light had been burning, because she'd been concentrating
intently on the notor home and the dangers of the slick pavenment. The car might have a gallon or
two in the tank-or even now be running on its last pint.

Trailing the killer to his hone base was no | onger an option.

The neani ng of redwoods is not grandeur, beauty, peace, or the tinelessness of nature. The neaning
of redwoods is power.

As he drives, Edgler Vess rolls down the w ndow beside himand draws deep breaths of the cold air,
which is rich with the fragrance of redwoods, which is a scent of power. This power flows into him
with the fragrance, and his own power is thus enhanced.

Redwoods are power because their great size is unmatched by any other trees, because they are

anci ent-many of these very specinens dating back centuries before the birth ofjesus Christ-because
their ex-

traordinary bark, as thick as armor and high in tannin, nakes themall but inpervious to insects,
di sease, and fire. They are power because they endure while all around themdies; nmen and ani mal s
pass anmong them and pass forever away; birds alight in their high branches and seem freer than
anything rooted in rock and soil, but eventually, in a sudden qui etness of the heart, the birds
swoon of f the sturdy linbs and thunp to the ground or plumret fromthe sky, and the trees stil
soar; on the shadowed floors of these groves, sun-shy ferns and rhododendrons flourish season
after season, but their imortality is illusory, for they too die, and new generations of their
species rise in the deconposing remains of the old. Christ expired on a cross of dogwood, the

pri nce of peace and prophet of |love, but in the span of Hs |ife, not one of these trees had been
brought down by any storm though they cared not about peace and knew nothing of |ove, they had
endured. Busily engaged on his endl ess harvests, Death casts frenetic shadows anong the

i ndi fferent redwoods, a ceaseless flickering that dances across their massive trunks with no
effect, like the dark equivalent of |leaping firelight on hearthstones.

Power is living while others inevitably perish. Power is cool indifference to their suffering.
Power is taking nourishrment fromthe deaths

of others, just as the mighty redwoods draw sustenance fromthe perpetual deconposition of what
once lived, but lived only briefly, around them This is also part of the phil osophy of Edgler
Foreman Vess. "

Through the open wi ndow, he breathes in the scent of redwoods, and the nol ecules of their
fragrance adhere to the surface cells of his lungs, and the power of mllennia is conveyed
therefrominto his freshly oxygenated bl ood, punps through his heart, reaches to every extremty
of him filling himwith strength and energy.

Power is God, God is nature, nature is power, and the power is in him

His power is ever increasing. If he worshi ped, he would be an ardent pantheist, commtted to the
belief that all things are sacred, every tree and every flower and every bl ade of grass, every
bird and every beetle. The world is full of pantheists these days; he would be at honme anong them
if he were to join their ranks. Wen everything is sacred, nothing is. For him that is the beauty
of pantheism If the |life of a child is equal to the life of a bluegill or a barn oW, then Vess
may kill attractive little girls as casually as he might crush a scorpion underfoot, with no
greater noral offense though with considerably nore pl easure.

But he worships nothing. As he rounds a curve into a strai ghtaway fl anked by redwoods of even
greater girth than any he has previously seen, stark white bones of |ightning crack through the
bl ack skin of the sky. A roar of thunder like a bellow of rage shudders the air.

Rai n washes the snell of |ightning down through the night. Two scents of power, |ightning and
redwoods-el ectricity and tine, fierce heat and stolid endurance-are offered to himnow, and he

i nhal es deeply with pl easure.

Taking this county road through the redwoods, along the coast, and reconnecting with Hi ghway io
south of Eureka will add between half an hour and an hour to his travel tinme, depending on the
pace he sets and the strength of the storm But as eager as he is to get hone to Ariel, he

coul dnot have resisted the power of the redwoods.

Headl i ght s appear behind him visible in the angled side mrror. A car. For nearly an hour, one
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foll owed himon the freeway, hanging at a distance. This nust be a different vehicle, because this
driver is nore aggressive than the one on the freeway, closing the distance between them at high
speed.

Reckl essly, the car-a Honda-pulls around the notor hone, into the |ane reserved for oncon ng
traffic, though this is not a passing zone.

There is no other traffic, and they are on a strai ghtaway, but the Honda has insufficient distance
to conpl ete the maneuver before the next blind turn in the road, especially on the treacherous
rain-slick blacktop.

Vess reduces speed. The racing Honda pulls al ongside him Looking down through the w ndshield of
the car, Vess has barely a glinpse of the person behind the steering wheel, because the rain and

t he hi gh-speed wi ndshield wipers inhibit his view Nothing nore

than a suggestion of a deep-red shirt or sweater. A pale hand on the wheel. The wist is slender
enough to indicate that the driver is nost |ikely a wonan, She appears to be alone. Then the car
nmoves far enough forward so that Vess is | ooking down on the roof, and the windshield is out of

si ght.

They are rapidly approaching the curve.

Vess further reduces his speed. Through his open window, he listens to the shriek of the Honda as
the driver accelerates. Al the fornidable power of that engi ne seens

pathetically weak in these najestic groves, like the angry buzz of a

ghat anmong a herd of el ephants.

Wth so little effort that he would not increase his heartbeat, Vess could pull the wheel to the
left, slamthe notor honme into the Honda, and force the car off the road. It would either roll and
t hen expl odeor shatter head-on into one of the twenty-foot-di anmeter redwood trunks.

He is tenpted. The spectacle would be gratifying. He spares the wonan in the Honda only because
he's in a nood for subtle-rather than explosive-sensation. This gratifying expedition has brought
himnot nerely the Napa Valley famly that he originally

set out to destroy, but the hitchhiker now hanging in the bedroomcloset |ike Poe's |over of
Amontillado in the stone wall of a wine cellar, as well as the two clerks at the service station.
This is already a sa-

tiating), richness. The reef of the soul is built fromvaried experience, not fromrepetitive
sensation. Ri ght now he doesn't need the sonber nusic of blood and the spurting warmh of screans;
i nstead, he needs to snell the wetness of the rain, feel the towering mass of the trees, and
listen to the cool pendul ousness of the night-hidden ferns.

He applies the brakes, cutting his speed. The Honda streaks past him Kkicking up a high spray of
dirty water. It enters the curve ahead with a flash of brake lights: red in the black storm red
glimering off the danp gray bark of the big conifers, apocalyptic tracers of red rippling across
the pavenent. Then gone.

Edgl er Vess is alone again, behind the wheel of his ark, in a colorless world of gray rain, black
shadows, and sparkling white headlight beans, at peace to commune with the redwoods and draw from
them a measure of their power.

He thinks of Christ on the vertical bed of dogwood, and the idea of the nmeek inheriting the earth
makes himsmile. He doesn't wish to inherit anything. He is a raging fire, powerful and hot; he
will burn all the color out of this world, consune every scintilla of sensation that it has to
offer, and he will |eave behind a real mof ashes. Let the neek inherit ashes.

Passing the notor home, going too fast to prevent the Honda from straddling the double yellow |ine
all the way around the curve, Chyna had been afraid that the parched engi ne woul d cough and choke
and fail. Now that she had seen the red warning light, she was aware of it-a peripheral radiance-
even when she wasn't | ooking at the instrunent panel. But the Honda ran confidently on dregs, on
fumes, on

sone strange grace.

She needed to put distance between herself and the killer, and gain tinme to set her plan in

nmoti on. She pushed the car as hard as she dared on the stormgreased pavenent.

The narrow road rounded anot her bend, straightened out, entered a gradual descent, took another
curve, rose on a gentle slope, but descended again, and in spite of the intermttent interruptions
of these extrenely lowinclines, the |and was generally nmonotonous in its con-

tours, making its way steadily down toward the Pacific, not many mles to the west. Now | ow
ranparts of soft earth flanked the bl acktop just beyond both shoul ders, and this wasn't suitable
for her purposes. But then the road returned to the sane | evel as the surrounding forest, and she
ent ered anot her al nobst inperceptibly declining straightaway and found the ideal circunstances she
required.
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She figured that she had gained a full minute on him maybe a nminute and a half, depending on
whet her he had appreciably in-

creased his speed after she passed him Anyway, a mnute should be | ong enough

She slowed to thirty mles an hour and nonethel ess seened to be burtfing through the woods. She

| et the speed decrease to twenty-five, wondering agai n about her headl ong rush to heroi sm but
still unable to fully understand it. Then she drove off the roadway, flew across the right

shoul der, thunped through a shall ow drai nage swale, and rammed into the fortress base of one of
the biggest of the redwoods. The |eft headlight burst, the inpact-absorbing bunper cracked and
crunpled and coll apsed as it had been designed to do, and nmetal shrieked briefly.

Because she was wearing a safety harness, she wasn't thrown into the steering wheel or through the
wi ndshi el d. But the diagonal strap tightened so hard across her breasts that she grunted with
shock and pai n.

The engine was still running. Wth no tine to get out and inspect the front of the car, Chyna was
afraid that the danage wasn't sufficiently inpressive to convince the killer that soneone coul d
have been injured in the crash. Wien he canme upon this scene a few seconds from now, he mnust take
everything at face value without hesitation. OGtherwise, if he was suspicious, nothing would work
as she had pl anned.

I nedi ately she shifted the Honda into reverse and backed away fromthe tree, which stood

i nviolate. The ground was carpeted with wet redwood needles on which the tires spun before

gri ppi ng, but not

enough rain had fallen to churn the earth into nud. Rattling and clinking, the car bounced across
the shal |l ow drai nage swal e, which ran

with only an inch or two of nuddy water, and backed onto the pavenent again.

Chyna gl anced toward the top of the gently ascending sl ope down which she had just driven. As yet
there was not even a faint glow of approaching headlights from beyond the curve.

He was comi ng. No doubt about that. Soon. She didn't have time to reverse even part of the way up
the slope. But she needed to build a little speed.

Wth her left foot, she tranped the brake pedal as far toward the fl oorboards as it would go, and
with her right foot she eased down on

the accel erator. The engi ne whined, then shrieked. The car strained |like a spurred horse pressing
agai nst the gate of a rodeo chute. She could feel it wanting to surge forward, as if it were a
living thing, and

she wondered how much accel erati on woul d be too nuch, enough to kill her or trap her in weckage.
Then she gave it a little nmore juice, snmelled sonething burning, and raised her left foot fromthe
brake pedal.

The tires spun furiously on the glistering blacktop, and then with a shudder the Honda shot
forward, rattled and spl ashed across the ditch, and slammed into the trunk of the redwood. The
right headlight burst, netal squeal ed, the hood crunpled and tweaked and popped open with a sound
oddly like a hard strumon a banjo, but the windshield didn't shatter

The engine stuttered. Either the fuel had been exhausted at |ast or the crash had done severe
nmechani cal damage.

Gasping for breath after the cinching punishment of the shoul der harness, praying that the engine
woul dn't fail just yet, Chyna popped the car into reverse again.

I deally, the Honda woul d be bl ocking the road when the killer came around the bend. She had to
force himto stop-and to get out of his notor hone.

The battered car wheezed, alnost stalled, then unexpectedly revved, and Chyna said gratefully,
"Jesus," as it rolled backward onto the pavenent.

She pull ed across both | anes but swung around a little, angling the car uphill so the killer would
be able to see the danmaged front end as

soon as he negotiated the curve.

The engi ne clunked twice and died, but that was all right. She was

i n position.

Wt hout the engine noise for conpetition, the rain seened to be falling nmore forcefully than
before, rattling on the roof and snappi ng agai nst the gl ass.

At the upper curve, darkness still held. She put the Honda in park, so it would not coast backward
when she took her foot off the brake.

The headl i ghts were both broken out, but the wi ndshield wi pers continued to thunp back and forth,
operating on battery power. She didn't switch them off.

She opened the driver's door and, feeling horribly exposed in the done |ight, started to get out.
She needed to be away fromthe car and in hiding by the time the notor honme appeared-which woul d
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be in maybe twenty seconds, maybe ten, hard to say because she had | ost

track of how rmuch tine had passed since she herself had driven around the bend.

The gun. Before she fully escaped the car, Chyna renenbered the revol ver. She swung back i nsi de,
reached for the weapon-but it was no |onger on the seat.

In the first or second crash, the gun nust have been thrown onto

the floor. Leaning across the console between the front seats, she felt frantically in the
darkness, found cold steel, the barrel, her finger actually slipping into the snooth nuzzle. Wth
a wordl ess murrmur of relief, she fished the gun fromthe foot space and reversed her grip on it.
Wth the weapon firmy in hand, she scranbled out of the Honda. She left the driver's door
standi ng open.

Rain chilled her, and wind. In the direction fromwhich she had cone, the night brightened
faintly, and the redwood trunks near the shoul der of the curve began to glow as if in the radi ance
of a sudden noon.

Chyna sprinted off the slippery blacktop and spl ashed through an-

ot her shal |l ow drai nage ditch, shuddering as the icy water poured over

the tops of her shoes. On this side of the pavenent, the trees were set

back twenty or thirty feet fromthe shoul der. She headed for the col ossal woods at a point
directly across the highway fromthe behenoth into which she had driven the Honda.

Long before she reached the nearest tree, she skidded on the

spongy mat of wet needles, fell, and | anded on a cluster of redwood cones. The cones crunbl ed
slightly@ hard crunching sound agai nst the small of her back-al though judging by the flash of
pain, it alnost seened as though her spine was the source of the cracking.

She woul d have preferred to craw on her hands and knees to con-

ceal ment, but she had to hold on to the revol ver, and she was con-

cerned that, crawing, she would inadvertently plug the barrel with dirt or wet needl es. She was
up and noving at once, therefore, as the highway behind her flared with Iight and an engi ne
quarreled noisily with the storm

The notor hone had turned the bend. She was only fifteen feet or so fromthe highway, which wasn't
far enough, because there was little underbrush to provide cover beneath the giant redwoods-
largely ferns, and nore of themin the gl oom

ahead than in the area i mediately around her. He nust not see her. Al was lost if he glinpsed
her as she dashed for cover

Fortunately, her blue jeans were dark, not stone-washed and highly reflective, and her sweater was
cranberry red, which was not as bad as if it had been white or yellow, and her hair was not bl ond
but dark. Yet she could have felt no nore visible if she had been trying to run to cover in a
weddi ng dress.

He woul d be focused on the Honda, surprised to see it angled across both |anes. He woul dn't

i medi ately glance to either side of the highway, and when his attention did flicker away fromthe
car, he was likely to look to the right, where the Honda had run off the road and struck the tree,
not to the left, where Chyna was seeking shelter

Telling herself that she was safe and had not been seen, but not ac-

tually believing herself, she reached the first phal anx of massive redwoods. They grew
astonishingly close to one another, considering their daunting size. She slipped around the deeply
corrugated trunk of a fifteen-foot-diameter giant that thrived in such intimcy with an even

| arger specinmen that the passageway between the towering pair was | ess than two feet.

The | owest branches above her were a hundred fifty to a hundred eighty feet off the ground,
visible only when |ightning backlit them Standing between these trunks was rather |ike standing
bet ween the nave colums of a cathedral too large ever to be built this side of Heaven; the
bristled boughs forned majestic vaults fifteen stories overhead.

From her danp and cloistered retreat, she peered out warily at the hi ghway.

Beyond the | acy screen of low ferns, silver plating the rain and growi ng brighter by the second,
came the headlights of the notor home. They were acconpani ed by the soft pule of air brakes.

M. Vess stops on the pavenent, as the shoulder is neither w de enough nor firmenough to
acconmodate his nmotor home. Although this scenic highway is obviously little used in these hours
before dawn and in such foul weather as this, he is loath to block traffic any longer than is
absol utely necessary. He well knows the California Vehicle Code.

He pushes the gearshift into park, engages the energency brake, but |eaves the engine running and
t he headlights on. He doesn't

bother to slip into his raincoat, and when he gets out of the notor honme, he | eaves the door

st andi ng open.
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The rain on the pavenment is a drumming, and on the netal of the vehicles a singing, and on the
foliage of the trees a chorus chanting wordl essly. The rain sounds please him as does the chill
as does the fecund snell of ferns and | oany soil

This is the sane Honda that passed hima few mnutes earlier. He is not surprised to see it in
this sorry condition, considering the reckless speed at which it had been traveling.

Evidently, the car had skidded off the road and into the tree. Then the driver had backed it onto
t he pavenent again before the engine fail ed.

But where is the driver? Another notorist nmight have cone along fromthe west and taken any
injured person to get nedical treatnent. But that seens too fortuitous and too tinely. After all
the accident can't have happened nore than a mnute or two ago.

The driver's door is open, and when Vess | eans inside, he sees that the keys are in the ignition
The wi ndshield wi pers sweep the glass. The taillights, the interior ceiling light, and the gauges
in the instrunment panel are all aglow

He steps away fromthe car and | ooks at the tree toward which the tire tracks | ead. The bark is
scarred fromthe inpact but only superficially.

Intrigued, he surveys the rest of the grove on that side of the highway.

Quite possibly, the driver clinbed out of the wecked car, dazed froma blowto the head, and
wandered into the redwoods. Even now

she might be traveling farther into the prinmeval grove, |ost and con-

fused- or maybe, having collapsed frominjuries, she lies unconscious in a fern gl ade

The closely grown trees forma maze of narrow corridors, nore

wood than open space. Even at high noon on a cloudl ess day, sun-

shine woul d penetrate to the forest floor only in a few thin bright blades, and stubborn darkness
woul d i nmpose itself in nost of these deep reaches, as though each of the many hundreds of

t housands of nights since the grove's beginning had left its residue of shadows. Now, still on the
wi tching side of dawn, that blackness is so pure that it seens alnpst like a thing alive,
crouchi ng and predatory and yet wel coni ng.

Thi s special darkness stirs Air. Vess and makes himyearn for ex-

periences that he senses are available to himbut that he cannot imagine, experiences that are
mysterious and transform ng, yet which he cannot even dimy envision. Far into the redwods, down
corridors of fissured bark, in sone secret citadel of bestial passion, where shadows dwell that
are ol der than human history, a nystical adventure awaits.

If the woman, in fact, is wandering in the woods, he could park the nmotor honme and search for her
Perhaps the knife that he found at the service station is an omen, after all, and hers nmay be the
bl ood that he is neant to draw with that bl ade.

He i magi nes what it would be like to take off his clothes and enter the grove naked with the
knife, relying solely on his primtive instincts to stalk her and bring her down, the rain and

m st cold on his skin, the air steami ng once he has breathed it, unchilled by the rain but
inmparting his heat to the night, tearing ferociously at the woman's clothes as he drags her to the
forest floor. He is already erect with the dreamof it, but he wonders if he would attack her
first with knife or phallus-or perhaps with his teeth. That decision would be made in the nonent
of capture, and much woul d depend on how attractive she was; but he is convinced that whatever

m ght happen between them woul d be un-

precedent ed and nysterious-and inexpressibly intense.

Dawn is coming in an hour or so, however, and he would be wise to be on his way. He nust put nore
di stance between hinself and the places where he took his entertai nment during the night.

Bei ng good at being Edgler Vess requires, anong other qualities, the ability to repress his nost
ardent passions when indul gence in themis dangerous. If he instantly gratified every desire, he
woul d be I ess a man than an ani mal -and either |ong dead or inprisoned. Being Edgler Vess neans
being free but not reckless, being quick but not inpulsive. He nust have a sense of proportion
And good timng. Hell, he needs the tinming of a tap-dance master. And a nice smle. Atruly nice
smile conmbined with self-control can take a person a | ong way.

He snmiles at the forest.

The nmotor honme stood on the pavement, approximately twenty feet fromthe battered Honda, shrunken
i n appear ance because the redwoods dwarfed it.

As the killer had wal ked down the roadway to the abandoned car through the headlight beans from
the notor home, Chyna had crept upslope through the dark forest, noving parallel to himbut in the
opposite direction. She had circled behind the tree to the right of her, gripping the revolver in
her right hand, with her left hand flat against the trunk for balance in case she stunbled over a
root or other obstruction. Under her palm she had felt the deep pattern of repetitive CGothic
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arches fornmed by the fissures in the thick bark. Wth each un-

certain step that she had taken around this great easy curve, she had felt that the tree was | ess
like a tree than like a building, a window ess fortress erected against all the rage of the world.
After navigating a hem sphere of the trunk to the shoul der-w de gap between this tree and the
next, she peered out once nore. The killer stood near the open door of the Honda, gazing into the
forest on the far side of the highway.

She was worried that another notorist would conme al ong before she could carry out her plan

She moved on, circling the next tree. It was even |larger than the previous behenoth. The bark
featured the famliar Gothic patterns.

In spite of the shrill w nd keening high above and collected drizzles of rain spattering down from
the I ofty branches, the grove inpressed her as a good safe place, dark but not in spirit, cold but
not

forbidding. She was still alone in her troubles-but curiously, for the first tine all night, she
didn'tfeel alone.
At the next trunk-framed gap in the forest wall, Chyna | ooked out

again and saw the killer getting into the Honda. He woul d have to

nove t he disabled car out of the way, because there wasn't roomto

drive around it.

She gl anced at the notor hone. Perhaps because she knew what lay within it-a dead nan closeted in
chai ns, a dead worman swaddl ed in a white shroud-the vehicle seenmed as oni nous as any war machine
She could just wait in the grove. Forget about her plan. He would | eave, and |ife would go on.

SO easy to wait. Survive. The police would find the girl. Ariel. Sonehow. In tinme. Wthout the
need for heroics.

Chyna | eaned agai nst the tree, suddenly weak. Wak and shaki ng. Shaki ng and al nost physically il
with despair, with fear.

The taillights and interior lights of the Honda dimmed with the grinding of the starter, as the
killer tried to get the engine to turn over

Then anot her noi se canme to Chyna. Much closer than the car. Behind her. A rustle, a snap, a soft
snort like a startled horse exhaling.

Frightened, she turned. In the backwash of light fromthe notor hone out on the hi ghway, Chyna saw
angels in the redwood grove. O so it seened for a nonent. Regarding her were gentle faces, pale
in the darkness, eyes |um nous and inquisitive and ki nd.

But even in that neager noonlike glow, she was unable to sustain a hope of angels. After a brief
initial confusion, she realized that these creatures were a breed of coastal elk without antlers.
Si x stood together in a fifteen-foot-w de space between this outer row of trees and the deeper
growm h, so close that Chyna coul d have been anong themin three steps. Their noble heads were
lifted, ears pricked, gazes fixed intently on her

The el k were curious, but although timd by nature, they seened oddly unafraid of her

Once, for two nonths, she and her nother had stayed on a ranch in Mendoci no County, where a group
of well-armed survivalists waited for the race wars that they believed woul d soon destroy the
nati on, and in that doonmsday atnosphere, Chyna had spent as nuch time as possible exploring the
surroundi ng countryside, hills and val es of singular beauty, groves of pines, golden fields where
scattered Oaks stood-each al one and huge and bl ack-1inbed agai nst the sky-and where small herds of
coastal elk appeared fromtinme to tine, always keeping at a distance from hunman beings and their
wor ks. She had stal ked themnot as a hunter but with awkward girlish guile, as shy as the elk
thensel ves but irresistibly attracted to the tranquillity and the peace that they radiated in a
wor | d otherwi se saturated with viol ence.

In those two nonths, she had never managed to get closer than eighty or ninety feet to the elk
herds before they had reacted to her nonchal ant approach, whidding to farther fields and ridges.
Now t hey had approached ber, vigilant but not frightened, as if they were the sane el k of her

chil dhood, at long last willing to believe in her peaceable intentions.

Coastal elk should have been sonewhat closer to the sea, in the open neadows beyond the redwoods,
where the grass was |ush and green fromthe winter rains, where the grazing was good. Although
they were not strangers to the forest, their presence here, in the rainy predawn darkness, was
remar kabl e.

Then she saw others in addition to the herd of six-one here, one

there, and there a third, and still nore-between trees, at a greater distance than the initial
group. Sone were barely visible in the bosky grove, at the extrene reach of the backwash fromthe
nmot or - hone headl i ghts, but she thought that there were as many as a dozen altogether, all standing
at attention, as though transfixed by woodl and rmusi ¢ beyond hunman heari ng.
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Li ght ni ng spread branches across the sky, put down jagged roots toward the earth, and briefly
bri ghtened the grove sufficiently for Chyna to see all the elk nore clearly than before. Mre of
them than she had thought. In m st and ferns, anong fl owering red rhododendron, reveal ed' by
fluttering leaves of light. Heads lifted, their breath steam ng fromblack nostrils. Their eyes
fixed on her.

She | ooked out at the highway. The killer had given up trying to start the engine. He put the
Honda in gear, and it began to roll backward on the slightly sloped pavenent.

After one last glance at the el k, Chyna stepped out from between the two redwoods.

The killer pulled the steering wheel hard to the right, letting the nonentumof the car carry it
backward in an arc until it was facing downhill.

Through sparse ferns and scattered clunps of bunch grass, Chyna approached the hi ghway. The
weakness in her |egs was gone, and her spasm of irresolution had passed.

Under the killer's guidance, the Honda coasted downhill and onto the right shoul der

She could go after him shoot himin the car or as he got out of the car. But he was fifty yards
away now, sixty, and he would surely see her com ng. She woul d have no hope of keeping the
advant age of surprise, so she would have to shoot to kill, which would do Ariel no good at all,
because with this bastard dead they would still have to search for the girl wherever she was

hi dden. And they night never find her. Besides, the creep probably had a gun on him and if this
turned into a shooting match, he would wi n, because he was far nore practiced than she was-and
bol der.

She had no one to whom she could turn. As in chil dhood.

So now get out of sight quickly. Don't be rash. WAit for the ideal situation. Pick the nonment of
the confrontation and control t he showdown when it cones.

Fierce lightning again, and a |ong hard crash of thunder |ike vast structures collapsing high in
the ni ght.

She reached the notor hone. Oh, God. The driver's door stood open. Ch,yesus. Ch, God. She coul dn't
do it. She had to do it. Downhill, on the shoulder, with a rattle of tw sted steel, the Honda was
coasting to a stop.

She had the revolver. That made all the difference. She was safe with the gun

Who will save this girl hidden in a cellar, this girl ripeningfor this son-

of abitch bastard freak, this girl like nme? Who is ever there for frightened g-irls hidingin the
backs of cl osets or under beds, who is ever there but tw tchingpal netto beetles? Wio will be there
if not me, where will | be ifnot there, why is this the only choi ce-and when the answer is so
obvi ous, why even

ask why?

Downsl ope, the Honda came to a full stop. Wth the revol ver heavy in her hand, Chyna clinbed into
the cockpit and behind the steering wheel. She swung around in the driver's seat, got up, and
hurried back through the notor home, nurnur-

ing, "Jesus, Jesus," telling herself that it was all right, this crazy thing she was doi ng, al

ri ght because this tine she had the revol ver

But she wondered if even the gun would give her enough of an

edge when the tinme arrived to go face-to-face with this man

O course a direct confrontation m ght never have to take place. Chyna intended to hide until they
arrived at his house and then find out where the girl was being held. Wth that information, she
woul d be able to go to the police, and they could nail this creep and free Ariel and-

And what? And in saving the girl, she would save herself. From what, she was

not sure. Froma life of nerely surviving? Fromthe endless and fi-uit- less struggle to
under st and?

Crazy, crazy, but there was no turning back now. And in her heart she knew that risking all was
|l ess crazy than living a life that had no higher goal than survival

As if throwm forward by the hard knocking of her heart, Chyna reached the rear of the notor hone.
The cl osed door to the only bed-

room

Jesus. She didn't want to go in there. Wth Laura dead. The man in the

closet. The sewing kit waiting to be used again.

Jesus. But it was the best place to hide, so she opened the door and went

in and cl osed the door behind her and eased to the |left through the pal pabl e darkness and put her
back agai nst the wall

Maybe he woul dn't drive straight home. He might stop at sone

poi nt between here and there to come to the back of the notor honme and have a | ook at his
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trophi es.

Then she would kill himthe instant that he stepped through the door. Enpty the revolver into him
Take no chances.

Wth himdead, they mght never find Ariel. O they might find her only after she had perished of

starvation, an excruciatingly painful way to die.

Neverthel ess, if the killer entered this bedroom Chyna wouldn't rely on half neasures. She woul d

not attenpt to wound himand keep himalive for police interrogation, not in this tight space with
hi m | oom ng over her and with so many ways that things could go w ong.

Lights off, windshield wi pers off, Edgler Vess sits in the dead car by the side of the road.

Thi nki ng.

There are nunerous ways that he can proceed fromhere. Life is always a | aden buffet of treats, a
vast snorgasbord groaning with infinite choices of sensations and experiences to thrill the heart-
but never nore so than now. He wishes to exploit the opportunity to the

full est possible extent, to extract fromit the greatest possible excitenent and the nost poi ghant
sensations, and he nust, therefore, not act precipitously.

Luck had given hima glinpse of her in the rearviewmrror: as fleet

as a deer across the blacktop, hesitating at the open door of the notor

home, and then up and inside and out of sight.

She nust be the woman fromthe Honda. \When she passed himearlier, he had | ooked down through the

wi ndshield of her car and had

seen her red sweater.

In the accident, she mght have received a hard blow to the head. Now perhaps she is dazed,
confused, frightened. This would explain why she doesn't approach himdirectly and ask for help or
for aride to the nearest service station. If her thoughts are addled, the irrational decision to
becone a stowaway aboard the notor hone m ght seem perfectly reasonable to her

She did not appear to be suffering froma head injury, however, or any injury at all. She hadn't
staggered or stunbled across the highway but had been sw ft and surefooted. At this distance and
in the rearview nmirror, Vess wouldn't have been able to see blood even if she had been bl eedi ng;
but he knows intuitively that there was no bl ood.

The | onger he considers the situation, the nmore it seems to himthat the accident was staged.

But why? If the notive had been robbery, she would have accosted himthe nonment that he stepped
onto the highway.

Besi des, he isn't driving one of those el aborate three-hundredthousand-dollar |and yachts that, by
their very flashiness, advertise their contents to thieves. Hs vehicle is seventeen years old
and, though well maintained, worth considerably less than fifty thousand bucks. It seens pointless
to weck a relatively new Honda for the purpose of looting the contents of an aging vehicle that
prom ses no treasures.

He has left his keys in the ignition, the engine running. She already could have driven away in
the nmotor honme if that had been her intention

And a worman al one on a lonely highway at night is not likely to be planning a robbery. Such
behavi or doesn't fit any crininal profile.

He is baffled. Deeply. M. Vess's sinple life is not often touched by mystery. There are things
that can be killed and things that can't. Sone things are harder to kill than others, and sone are
nmore fun to kill than others. Sone scream sone weep, sone do both, sonme only trenble silently and
wait for the end as if having spent their whole lives in anticipation of this awful pain. Thus the
days go by@l easantly straightforward, a river of raw sensation upon which eni gna sel dom sets
sail .

But this wonan in a red sweater is an enigma, all right, as nystenous and intriguing as anyone M.
Vess has ever known. Wat experi -

ences he will have with her are difficult to imagine, and he is excited by the prospect of such
novel ty.

He gets out of the Honda and cl oses the door. For a noment he stands staring at the forest in the
cold rain, hoping to appear unsuspecting if the wonman should be watching himfrominside the notor
hone. Maybe he is wondering what happened to the driver of the Honda. Maybe he is a good citizen
concerned about her and considering a search of the woods.

Mul tiple bolts of Iightning chase across the sky, as white and jagged as runni ng skel etons. The
subsequent bl asts of thunder are so

powerful that they rattle through M. Vess's bones, a vibration that he finds nost agreeable.
Unfazed by the storm several elk suddenly appear fromout of the forest, drifting between the
trees and into the bordering sward of ferns. They nove with stately grace, in a silence that is
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et hereal behind the fading echo of thunder, eyes shining in the backwash of the headlight beans.
They seem al nost to be apparitions rather than real animals.
Two, five, seven, and yet nore of them appear. Sone stop as

t hough posing, and others nove farther but then stop as well, until now a dozen or nore are
reveal ed and standing still, and every one of themis staring at M. Vess.
Their beauty is unearthly, and killing them woul d be enornously satisfying. If he had one of his

guns at hand, he woul d shoot as many of them as he could manage before they bolted beyond range.
As a young boy, he began his work with aninmals. Actually, he'd begun with insects, but soon he had
moved on to turtles and lizards, and then to cats and | arger species. As a teenager, as soon as he
had gotten a driver's |license, he had roaned back roads sonme nights and in the early nornings

bef ore school, shooting deer if he spotted any, stray dogs, cows in fields, and horses in corrals
if he was certain that he could get away with it.

He is flushed with nostalgia at the thought of killing these el k. The sight of their blood woul d
intensify the redness of his own and make his arteries sing.

Though usually reticent and easily spooked, the elk stare boldly at him They do not seemto be
watching with alarm are not in the least skittish or poised to flee. Indeed, their directness
strikes himas

strange; uncharacteristically, he feels uneasy.

nnyway, e wonman in tne rea sweater awaits him and she is nore

interesting than any nunber of elk. He is a grown nman now, no |onger a boy, and his quest for

i nt ense experiences cannot be satisfactorily conducted al ong the byways of the past. Edgler Vess
has | ong ago put aside childish things.

He returns to the notor honme. At the door, he sees that the worman is in neither the pilot's nor
the copilot's position

Swi ngi ng in behind the steering wheel, he gl ances back but can see no sign of her in the |ounge or
the dining area. The short and shadowy hall at the end appears deserted as well.

Faci ng forward but keeping his eyes on the rearview mrror, he opens the tanbour-top console
between the seats. His pistol is still there, where he left it, sans silencer

Pistol in hand, he swivels in his chair, gets up, and noves back through the notor home to the
ki tchen and dining area. The butcher knife, found on the service-station blacktop, lies on the
counter as before. He opens the cabinet to the left of the oven and discovers that the 12 -gauge
Mossberg is securely inits spring clanps, to which he returned it after killing the two clerks.
He doesn't know if she is arnmed with a weapon of her own. Fromthe distance at which he'd seen
her, he hadn't been able to discern whether she was enpty-handed or, equally inportant, whether
she was attractive enough to be a fun kill

Fart her back, then, through his narrow domain, with special cau-

tion at the end of the dining nook, behind which lies the step well. She's not crouched here
ei ther.
Into the hall. The sound of the rain. The idling engine. He opens the bat hroom door, quickly and

noisily, aware that stealth isn't possible in this reverberant tin can on wheels. The cranped
bathroomis as it should be, no stowaway on the pot or in the shower stall

Next the shallow wardrobe with its sliding door. But she isn't in

there either.

The only place remaining to be searched is the bedroom Vess stands before this |ast closed door
positively enchanted by the thought of the woman huddl ed in there, unaware of those with whom she
shares her hiding place.

rht is visible alon No thread of lig g the threshold or the janb, so she no
doubt entered in darkness. Evidently she has not yet sat upon the bed and found the sl eeping
beauty.

Per haps she has edged warily around the small roomand, by blind exploration, has discovered the
fol ding door to the closet. Perhaps if Vess opens this bedroom door, she will sinmultaneously pull
asi de those

vinyl panels and attenpt to slip swiftly and quietly into the closet, only to feel a strange cold
form hanging there instead of sport shirts.

M. Vess is anmused. The tenptation to throw open the door is alnost irresistible, to

see her caromoff the body in the closet, then to the bed, then away fromthe dead girl, scream ng
first at the sewn-shut face of the boy and then at the manacled girl and then at Vess hinself, in
a comc pinball spin of terror. ',

Fol | owi ng that spectacle, however, they will have to get down to issues at once. He will quickly
| earn who she is and what she thinks she is doing here.
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M. Vess realizes that he doesn't want this rare experience with nystery to end. He finds it nore
pl easing to prolong the suspense and chew on the puzzle for a while.

He was beginning to feel weary fromhis recent activities. Now he is energized by these unexpected
devel opnent s.

Certain risks are involved, of course, in playing it this way. But it is inpossible to live with
intensity and avoid risk. Risk is at the heart of

an i ntense existence.

He backs quietly away fromthe bedroom door. Noisily, he steps into the bathroom takes a piss,
and flushes the toilet, so the woman will think that he came to the back of the notor honme not in
search of her but to answer the call of nature. If she con-

tinues to believe that her presence is unknown, she will proceed on

what ever course of action brought her here in the first place, and it will be interesting to see
what she does.

He goes forward again, pausing in the kitchen to punp a cup of hot coffee fromthe two-quart
thernos on the counter by the cooktop. He also switches on a couple of lights so he will be able
to see the interior

clearly in the rearview mrror.

Behi nd the steering wheel once nore, he sips the coffee. It is hot, black, and bitter, just the
way he likes it. He secures the cup in a hol der

bracketed to the dashboard.

He tucks the pistol in the open consol e box between the seats, with the safeties off and the butt
up. He can put his hand on it in a second, turn in his seat, shoot the wonan before she can get
near him and still maintain control of the nmotor hone.

But he doesn't think that she will try to harmhim at |east not soon. If harm ng himwas her
primary intention, she would have gone after him already.

Strange. "Wiy? What now?" he says al oud, enjoying the drama of his peculiar situation. '1"at now?
@hat next? What ho? Surprise, surprise."

He drinks nore coffee. The arona remi nds himof the crisp texture of burned toast.

Qutside, the elk are gone. A night of nysteries. The nounting wind | ashes the |Iong fronds of the
fems. Like evidence of violence, bright wet rhododendron bl ossons spray through the night.

The forest stands untouched. The power of tine is stored in those nassive, dark, vertical fornms.
M. Vess shifts the motor honme out of park and rel eases the energency brake. Onward.

After he cruises past the danaged Honda, he glances at the rearview mirror. The bedroom door
remai ns cl osed. The woman is in hiding.

Wth the notor honme rolling again, perhaps the stowaway will risk turning on a light and will take
this opportunity to neet her roommtes.

M. Vess snmiles. O all the expeditions that he has conducted, this is the nost interesting and
exciting. And it isn't over yet.

Chyna sat on the floor in the darkness. Her back was against the wall. The revolver lay at her

si de.

She was untouched and alive. "Chyna Shepherd, untouched and alive," she whispered, and this was
both a prayer and a joke.

Thr oughout her chil dhood, she frequently prayed earnestly for that doubl e bl essing-her virtue and
her life-and her prayers were

often as ranbling and i ncoherent as they were frantic. Eventually she had worried that God was
growi ng weary of her endl ess desperate pleas for deliverance, that He was sick of her inability to
take care of herself and stay out of trouble, and that He m ght decide that she had used up all of
the divine nmercy allotted to her. God was busy, after all, running the entire universe, watching
over so many drunks and fools, with the devil working m schief everywhere, vol canoes erupting,
sailors lost in storns, sparrows falling. By the tine Chyna was ten or

el even, in consideration of God's hectic schedule, she had condensed her ranbling pleas, in tines
of terror, to this: "God, this is Chyna Shepherd, here in"-fill the blank with the nane of the
current place-"and |' m beggi ng you, please, please, please, just let nme get through this untouched
and alive." Soon, realizing that God, being God, would know precisely where she was, she reduced
her entreaty further to: "God, this is Chyna Shepherd. Please get nme through this untouched and
alive." Finally, certain that God was exasperatedly famliar with her panicky presunptions on His
tinme and grace, she had shortened her plea to a tel egraphic nmininum "Chyna Shepherd, un-

touched and alive." In crises-under beds or lost in closets behind concealing clothes or in
cobwebbed attics snelling of dust and raw

wood or, once, flattened against the ground in a nmire of rat shit in the crawl space under a
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nol dering ol d house-she had whi spered those five words or chanted themsilently, over and over,

i ndef ati gabl y, Chyna- Shepherd-untouched-and-alive, ceaselessly reciting themnot because she was
afraid that God m ght be distracted by other business and fail to hear her but to rem nd herself
that He was out there, had received her nessage, and would take care of her if she was patient.
And when each crisis passed, when the black flood of terror receded, when her stuttering heart
finally began to speak each beat clearly and calmy again, she had repeated the five words once
more but with a different inflection than she had used previously, not as a plea for deliverance
this time but as a dutiful report, Chyna-Shepherd-untouchedand-alive, nuch as a sailor in wartine
m ght report to his captain after the ship had survived a vigorous strafing by enemy planes-"Al
present and accounted for, sir." She was present; she was accounted for; and she |let God know of
her gratitude with the same five words, figuring that He woul d hear the difference in her

i nfl ection and woul d

understand. It had becone a little joke with young Chyna, and sorme-

times she had even acconpanied the report with a salute, which seenmed all rivht because she had
figured that CGod, being God, mnust

have a sense of hunor. "Chyna Shepherd, untouched and alive."

This time, fromthe notor-hone bedroom it was simultaneously a report on her survival and a
fervent prayer to be spared fromwhatever brutality m ght be comng next. "Chyna Shepherd,

unt ouched and alive."

As a little girl, she had | oathed her name-except when she had been praying to survive. It was
frivolous, a stupid msspelling of a real word, and when other kids teased her about it, she
wasn't able to nmount a defense. Considering that her nother was called Anne, such a sinple nane,
the choi ce of Cbyna seened not nerely frivol ous but thoughtless and even nean. During nost of the
time that Anne was

pregnant, she had lived in a comrune of radical environnentalistsa cell of the infanbus Earth
Arnmy@ho believed that any degree of violence was justifiable in defense of nature. They had

spi ked trees

with the hope that [ oggers would | ose hands in accidents with power saws. They had burned down two
nmeat - packi ng plants and the hapl ess night watchnen in them sabotaged the construction equi prment
at new housing tracts that encroached upon the wilds, and killed a scientist at Stanford because
they di sapproved of his use of animals in his |aboratory experinents. Influenced by these friends,
Anne Shepherd had consi dered many nanes for her daughter: Hyacinth, Meadow, COcean, Sky, Snow,
Rain, Leaf, Butterfly... By the time she had given birth, however, she had noved on fromthe Earth
Arnmy, and she had naned Chyna after China because, as she had once expl ai ned, "Honey, | just
suddenly realized one day that China is the only just society on earth, and it seened like a
beautiful name." She had never been able to recall why she had changed the i toy, though by then
she had been a working partner in a nmethanphetani ne | ab, packagi ng speed in affordable five-dollar
hits and sanpling the merchandi se often enough to have been left with a few bl ank days in her
menmory. Only when praying for deliverance had young Chyna |iked her name, because she had figured
that God woul d renenber her nore easily for it, would not get her confused with the nillions of
Marys and Carolines and Lindas and Heathers and Tracys and Janes.

Now her name no | onger dismayed or pleased her. It was just a

nanme |i ke any other.

She had | earned that who she was-the true person she was-had not hi ng what soever to do with her
nane, and little to do with the |ife that she'd led with her nother for sixteen years. She
couldn't be blaned for the dreadful hates and lusts she had seen, for the obscenines heard, for
the crimes witnessed, or for the things that sonme of her nother's nale friends had wanted from
her. She was not defined ei-

ther by a nane or by shaneful experience; instead, she was forned by dreans and hopes, by
aspirations, by self-respect and perseverance. She wasn't clay in the hands of others; she was
rock, and with her own

det ermi ned hands, she could scul pt the person that she wanted to be.

She hadn't reached this realization until a year ag-0, Wen she was

twenty-five. The wi sdom had come to her not in a dazzling flash but slowy, in the way that a pl ot
of bare earth is covered gradually by creeping ajuga until one day, as if mracul ously, the brown
dirt is gone and everywhere are eneral d-green |leaves and tiny blue flowers. Wrthwhile know edge
al ways seened hard-won while the winning was in progress-but seened easily acquired in retrospect.
The ol d notor home |unbered through the night, creaking like a

| ong-seal ed door, ticking like a rusted clock too corroded to register every second faithfully,
toward dawn.

file:/l/F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Koontz,%20Dean%20-%20Intensity.txt (58 of 146) [1/17/03 3:06:17 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/K oontz,%20D ean%20-%20I ntensity.txt

Crazy. Crazy to be taking this trip. But nowhere else to go. This was where her entire life had
been | eadi ng. Reckl ess courage wasn't restricted to the battlefield-or to nmen. She was wet and
cold and frightened-and strangely, for the first tinme in her entire life, she was at peace with
herself. "Ariel," Chyna said softly, one girl in the darkness speaking reassuringly to another

M. Vess drives out of the redwoods into a drizzling dawn, first iron gray and then sonmewhat

pal er, through coastal neadows the sane

drear shades of nmetal as the sky, back onto Hi ghway ioi, into forests again, but of pine and
spruce this time, out of Humboldt County into Del Norte County, ever nore isolated terrain,
eventually leaving io

for a route that |eads north-northeast.

For the first part of the journey, he glances frequently at the rearview nmirror, but the bedroom
door remmins closed, and the worman seens confortable with the cadavers or, perhaps, with her

i gnorance of them 1In her retreat, the window is sealed off with plywod, and the |ight of dawn
doesn't penetrate.

Vess is a superb driver, and he makes excellent tine, even in bad weather. W do best those things
that we enjoy doing, which is why M. Vess is such a success at killing and why he conbi nes that
enthusiasmwith his love of driving rather than restrict hinself to prey within a reasonabl e
radi us of his hone.

Bei ng on the open road with | andscapes ever changi ng, Edgler Vess is the recipient of a constant

i nflux of fresh visual sensation. And of course, to one with his exquisitely refined senses and
his ability to

use themin a hol ogrammati c manner, a beautiful sight can also be a musical sound. A scent caught
t hrough the open wi ndow can be not solely an ol factory experience but tactile too, the sweet
fragrance of lilac |ike a wonman's warm breath against his skin. Ensconced in the driver's seat of
his motor honme, he travels through a rich sea of sensation that washes himthe way water

ceasel essly washes the hull of a deeply submerged submarine.

Now he crosses into Oregon. The nmountains cone to himand pull himup into their fastnesses.

The thickening stands of trees on the steep slopes are nore gray than green in the stubborn rain
and the sight of themis like biting on a piece of ice, hard between his teeth, a slight but

pl easant metallic taste, and a shattering col dness against his |ips.

He sel dom gl ances at the rearview mirror any nmore. The wonan is a nystery, and nysteries of this
nature can't be resolved by the sheer desire to resolve them Utimtely she will reveal herself,
and the intensity of the experience will depend upon whatever purpose she has and what secrets she
possesses.

The waiting is delicious. Throughout the |last few hours of the journey, Vess |eaves the radio off,
al t hough not because he is afraid that nusic will mask the sounds of the wonan stal king forward

t hrough the nmotor hone. In

fact, he rarely listens to the radio while driving. In his nenory is a

vast library of recordings of the nusic that he likes best: the cries and squeals, the prayerfu
whi spers, the shrieks as thin as paper cuts, the pulsatory sobbings for nercy, and the erotic

i nducenents of final desperations.

As he | eaves the state highway for the county route, he recalls specifically Sarah Tenpleton in
her shower stall, her screans and her frantic gagging nuffled by the green di shwashi ng sponge that
he'd stuffed into her mouth and by the two strips of strapping tape that seal ed her |ips. Nothing
on the radio, fromE ton John to Garth Brooks to Pearl Jamto Sheryl Crowto Mbzart or Beethoven,
for that matter-can conpare to this interior entertai nment.

He follows the rain-swept, two-lane county route to his private driveway. The entrance is securely
gated and flanked by thickets of pines and branbly underbrush

The gate is made of tubular steel and barbed wire, set between stainless-steel posts in concrete
footings. It features an electric notor with renote operation, and when M. Vess pushes a button
on the hand-held control that he fishes fromthe console box, the barrier swings inward to the
left, in a satisfying stately nanner

After driving the notor hone onto his property, he brakes to a

stop once nore, rolls down his window, holds out the control unit, with the signal-transmn ssion
wi ndow reversed in his grip. In his sideview mrror, he watches as the gate cl oses.

The driveway is nearly as long as that at the Tenpleton famly's vineyards, as his property
enconpasses fifty-four acres that back up to a govern-nent-owned wi | derness, which nmeasures nany
mles on a side. He is not as well-to-do as the Tenpletons; land here is far cheaper than in the
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Napa Val | ey.
In spite of the lack of paving, there is little mud and no real danger of the nmotor hone boggi ng
down. The topsoil is shallow the |ane was graded down to the underlying shale. The way is a bit

rough, but this is not, after all, New York City, New York

Vess drives up a nodest incline, between loon-1ing ranks of tall pines, spruces, scattered firs,
and then the trees recede a little, and he crosses the bald hilltop. The road descends easily, in
a graceful curve, into a small vale, with the house at the end and the hills rising behind in the
sheeting rain and norni ng fog.

His heart swells at the sight of home. Home is where his Ariel patiently awaits.

The two-story house is snall but solidly built of logs nortared with cenent. The old lovs are
nearly black with layers of pitch; and tine has darkened the cenent to a tobacco brown, except for
the tan and gray nottling of recent repairs.

The house was constructed in the late 1920s by the owner of a fanmily |oggi ng business, |ong before
smal | operators were regul ated out of such work and before the governnment declared the surrounding
public lands off-limts to tinber harvesters. Electricity was brought in sonetine during the
forties.

Edgl er Vess has owned the house for six years. Upon purchasing the place, he rewired it, inproved
t he plumbing, enlarged the secondfl oor bathroom And, entirely on his own, of course, he undertook
ext ensi ve and secret renodeling work in the basenent.

To some, the property may seemisol ated, inconveniently far froma 7-El even or a nultiplex cinem
But for M. Vess, whose pleasures woul d never be understood by nost neighbors, relative isolation
is the faildanental requirenent when he is shopping for real estate.

On a sunmer afternoon or evening, however, sitting in a bentwood rocker on the front porch, gazing
out at the deep yard and the acres of wildflowers in the fields cleared by the |ogger and his
sons, or staring at the great spread of stars, even the nost neek and citified nan woul d agree
that isolation has its appeal

In good weather, M. Vess likes to take his dinner and a couple of beers on the porch. Wen the
mount ai n si |l ences becone boring, he

all ows hinself to hear the voices of those who are buried in the field: their groveling and

| ament ations, the music that he prefers to any on the radio.

In addition to the house, there is a small barn, not because the original owner of the property
farnmed any of the land that he cleared of trees but because he kept horses. This second building

is of traditional wood-frame construction on a concrete footing and fieldstone stemwall; w nd,
rain, and sun long ago |laid down a silver patina on the durable cedar siding, which Vess finds
| ovel y.

Since he owns no horses, he uses the barn as a garage. Now, however, he pulls to a stop beside the
house, rather than con-

tinuing to the barn. The woman is in the notor hone, and he will soon need to deal with her. He
prefers to park here, where he can

wat ch her fromthe house and wait for devel opnments.

He glances at the rearview mrror. Still no sign of her. Switching off the engine but not the

wi ndshield wi pers, Vess waits for his guards to appear. The late-March norning is aninmate with
slanting rain and w nd-shaken things, but nothing noves of its own deliberation

They have been trained not to charge willy-nilly at approaching vehicles and even to bide their
time with intruders who are on foot, the better to lure theminto a zone from which escape is

i npossi bl e. These guards know that stealth is as inportant as savage fury, that the nost
successful assaults are preceded by calculated stillnesses to lull the quarry into a fal se

confi dence.

Finally the first black head appears, bullet sleek but for its pricked ears, lowto the ground at
the rear corner of the house. The dog hesitates to reveal nore of hinself, surveying the scene to
make sure that he understands what is happening. "Good fella," Vess whispers.

At the nearest comer of the barn, between the cedar siding and the trunk of a wi nter-bare naple,
anot her dog appears. It is little nore

than a shadow of a shadow in the rain.

Vess woul dn't have noticed these sentries if he hadn't known to |l ook for them Their self-contro
is remarkable, a testament to his abilities as a trainer

Two nore dogs |urk somewhere, perhaps behind the notor home or belly crawling through shrubbery
where he can't see them They are all Dobermans, five and six years old, in their prine.

Vess has not cropped their ears or bobbed their tails, as is usually done with Dobernmans, for he
has an affinity for nature's predators. He is able to perceive the world to a degree as he
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believes that aninmals perceive it-the elenmental nature of their view, their needs, the inportance
of raw sensation. They have a ki nship.

The dog by the corner of the house slinks into the open, and the dog at the barn energes from
beneat h the bl ack-1inbed maple. A third Doberman rises from behind the nassive and hal f-petrified
stunmp of a | ong-vanqui shed cedar in the side yard, around which has grown a tangled nmass of holly.
The nmotor hone is familiar to them Their vision, while not their strongest suit, is probably
sufficient to allow themto recogni ze himthrough the windshield. Wth a sense of snell twenty
thousand times nore acute than that of the average hunan being, they no doubt detect his scent
even through the rain and even though he is inside the notor hone. Yet they don't wag their tails
or in any way exhi bit pleasure, because they are still on duty.

The fourth dog renains hidden, but these three drift warily toward himthrough the rain and the
m st. Their heads are lifted, pointy cars

flicked up and forward.

In their disciplined silence and indifference to the storm they re-

mnd himof the herd of elk in the redwood grove the previous night, eerily intent. The big
difference, of course, is that these creatures, if confronted by anyone other than their bel oved
master, would not re-

spond with the timdity of elk but would tear the throat out of that | uckless person

Al t hough she woul d not have believed it possible, Chyna had been lulled into sleep by the hum of
the tires and the nmotion of the notor

hone. Her dreams were of strange houses in which the geonetry of the rooms was ever changi ng and
bi zarre; sonething eager and hungry lived within the walls, and at night it spoke to her through
vent grilles and electrical outlets, whispering its needs.

The brakes woke her. Imediately she realized that the nmotor honme had cone to a full halt once
before and then had started up again, only nonments ago; she had dozed through that first stop

di sturbed in her sleep but not fully awakened. Now, although they were on the nove again and the

killer was obviously still behind the steering wheel

Chyna grabbed the revolver fromthe floor beside her, scranbled to

her feet, and stood with her back to the wall, tense and alert.

Fromthe tilt of the floor and the | aboring sound of the engine, she knew that they were clinbing
a hill. Then they reached the top and headed downward. Soon they stopped again, and at |ast the
engi ne

cut out.

The rain was the only sound. She waited for footsteps. Although she knew that she was awake, she
seenmed to be in a dream rigid in darkness, with the susurrant rain |ike whispering in the walls.
M. Vess takes the tinme to put on his raincoat and to slip his Heckler & Koch P7 into one pocket.
He renoves the Mossberg shotgun fromthe cabinet in the kitchenette, in case the wonan searches
the place after he | eaves. He switches off the lights.

When he descends fromthe notor hone, heedless of the cold rain, the three big dogs cone to him
and then the fourth frombehind the vehicle. Al are quivering with excitenent at his return but

still holding themselves in check, not wanting to be thought derelict in their duty.
just before departing on this expedition, M. Vess had placed the Dobernans on attack status by
speaki ng the nane N etzsche. They will remain primed to kill anyone who wal ks onto the property

until he speaks the name Seuss, whereupon they will be as affable as any other group of sociable
mutts-except, of course, if anyone unwi sely threatens their nmaster

After propping his shotgun agai nst the side of the notor home, he holds his hands out to the dogs.
They eagerly crowd around to sniff his fingers. Sniffing, panting, licking, licking, yes, yes,

t hey have m ssed him so very nuch.

He squats on his haunches, conming down to their |evel, and now

their delight is uncontainable. Their ears twitch, and shivers of pure pleasure pass visibly along
their lean flanks, and they whine softly with sheer happi ness, jealously pressing all at once at
him to be touched, patted, scratched.

They live in an enornous kennel against the back of the barn, which they can enter and | eave at
will. It is electrically heated during cold weather to ensure their confort and their continued
good heal th.

_"i wuiere, iv-Luenster. now you doing, Liederkranz? Tilsiter, boy, you look Iike one nean
sonof abi tch. Hey, Linburger, are you a good boy, are you ny good boy?"

Each, at the nention of his nane, is filled with such joy that he would roll on his back and bare
his belly and paw the air and grin at

death-if he weren't still on duty. Part of the fun for Vess is watching the struggle between
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training and nature in each aninmal, a sweet

agony that makes two of them pee in nervous frustration.

M. Vess has rigged electrically operated di spensers inside the kennel, which in his absence
automatically pay out neasured portions of food for each Doberman. The system cl ock has a backup
battery to

continue tinming neals even during a power failure of short duration. In the event of a long-term
| oss of power, the dogs can always resort to hunting for their sustenance; the surroundi ng nmeadows
are full of field nmce and rabbits and squirrels, and the Dobermans are fierce predators. Their
comunal water trough is fed by a drip line, but if it should ever cease to function, they can
find their way to a nearby spring that runs through the property.

Most of M. Vess's expeditions are three-day weekends, rarely as long as five days, and the dogs
have a ten-day food supply w thout counting rabbits, mce, and squirrels. They constitute an
efficient and reliable security system never a short in any circuit, never a failed notion
detector, never a corroded magnetic contact-and never a false alarm

Ch, and how these dogs | ove him how unreservedly and loyally, as

no nenory chips and wires and caneras and infrared heat sensors ever could. They snell the

bl oodstai ns on his jeans and denimjacket, and they push their sleek heads under his open

rai ncoat, ears laid back, sniffing eagerly now, detecting not nerely the blood but the lingering
stench of terror that his victinms exuded when in his hands, their pain, their helplessness, the
sex that he had with the one named Laura. This n6l ange of pungent odors not only excites the dogs
but increases their respect for Vess. They have been taught to kill not merely in self- defense,
not just for food; with a degree of iron self-control, they have been taught to 01 for the sheer
savage pleasure of it, to please their master. They are acutely aware that their nmaster can nmatch
their savagery. And unlike them he has never needed to be taught. Their high regard for Edgler
Vess soars higher, and they new softly and quiver and roll their soul ful eyes at himin

wor shi pful awe.

M. Vess gets to his feet. He picks up the shotgun and sl ans the door of the notor hone.

The dogs spring to his side, jostling one another to be close to him alertly surveying the rain-
shrouded day for any threat to their naster

Quietly, so the wonan inside cannot possibly hear the word, he says, "Seuss."

The dogs freeze, looking up at him heads cocked. "Seuss," he repeats. The four Dobermans are no
| onger on attack status and will not automatically tear to pieces anyone who enters the property.
They shake thenselves, as if casting off tension, then pad around in a

vaguely bewi | dered fashion, sniffing at the grass and at the front tires

of the notor hone.

They are like Mafia hit nmen who, following their own executions, have now regai ned a baffled self-
awar eness after being reincarnated, only to discover that they are accountants in this newlife.
If any visitor were to attenpt to harmtheir master, of course, they would leap to his defense
whet her or not he had tinme to shout the word Nietzsche. The result wouldn't be pretty.

They are trained first to tear out the throat. Then they will bite the face to effect naxi num
terror and pain-go for the eyes, the nose, the lips. Then the crotch. Then the belly. They won't
kill and turn at once

away; they will be busy for a while with their quarry, after they have brought it down, until no
doubt exists that they have done their job.

Even a man with a shotgun could not take out all of thembefore at |east one managed to sink its
teeth into his throat. Gunfire will not drive them away or even nake them flinch. Nothing can
frighten them Most |ikely, the hypothetical nan with the shotgun would be able to wi pe out only
two before the renmaining pair over-

whel med him "Crib," says M. Vess.

This single word instructs the dogs to go to their kennel, and they take off as one, sprinting
toward the barn. Still, they do not bark, for he has schooled themin silence.

Ordinarily he would allow themto stay with himand enjoy his conpany and spend the day in his
house with himand even pile up like a black and tan quilt with himas he sl eeps away the
afternoon. He would cuddl e themand coo to them for they have been, after all, such good dogs.
They deserve their reward.

iL,Lj.fz woman in me rect sweater, however, prevents M. Vess fromdealing with the dogs as he

usual ly would. If they are a visible presence, they will inhibit her, and she nmay cower inside the
not or hone, afraid to exit.

The wonan nust be given enough freedomto act. O at least the illusion of freedom

He is curious to see what she will do. She rmust have a purpose, sone notivation for the strange
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things that she has done thus far. Everyone has a purpose.

M. Vess's purpose is to satisfy all appetites as they arise, to seek ever nore outrageous
experience, to imerse hinself deeply in sensation

What ever the woman bel i eves her purpose to be, Vess knows that in the end, her true purpose wll
be to serve his. She is a glorious variety of powerful and exquisite sensations in human skin,
packaged solely for his enjoynment-rather |ike a Hershey bar in its brown and silver wapper or a
SlimJimsausage snug in its plastic tube.

The | ast of the raci ng Dobernans vani shes behind the bam to the kennel

M. Vess wal ks through the soggy grass to the old | og house and clinmbs a set of fieldstone steps
to the front porch. Although he carries the pistol-grip i2-gauge Mdssberg, he nakes an effort to
appear otherw se nonchal ant, in case the wonan has conme forward fromthe bedroomat the rear of
the nmotor honme to watch himthrough a w ndow.

The bentwood rocker has been stored away until spring. Trailing silvery sline across the wet

fl oorboards of the porch, sev-

eral early-spring snails test the air with their senmtransparent, gelatinous feelers, hauling
their spiral shells on strange quests. M. Vess is careful to step around them

A nobi |l e hangs at one coner of the porch, fromthe fascia board at the edge of the shake-shingle
roof. It is nade of twenty-eight white seashells, all quite small, sone with [ovely pink
interiors; nost are spiral in form and all are relatively exotic.

The nobil e does not nake a good wi nd chinme, because nost of the notes that it strikes are flat. It
greets himwith a flurry of atonal clinking, but he smles because it has ... well, not
sentinental but at |east nostalgic value to him

This fine piece of folk craft once belonged to a young wonman who lived in a suburb of Seattle,
Washi ngton. She had been an attorney,

about thirty-two, sufficiently successful to live alone in her own house in an upscal e

nei ghbor hood. For a person tough enough to thrive in

the conbative | egal profession, this wonman had kept a surprisingly frilly@n fact, downright
girlish-bedroom a four-poster bed with a

pi nk canopy trimed with | ace and fringe, rose-pattened bedspread, and starched dust ruffles; a
big collection of teddy bears; paintings of English cottages hung with norning-glory vines and
surrounded by lush prinrose gardens; and several seashell nobiles.

He had done exciting things to her in that bedroom Then he had taken her away in the notor hone
to places renote enough to all ow

himto performother acts even nore exciting. She had asked wby?and he had answered, Because this
is what | do. That was all the truth

and all the reason of him

M. Vess can't recall her name, though he fondly renenbers many things about her. Parts of her
were as pink and snooth and | ovely as

the insides of sone of these dangling seashells. He has an especially vivid nmental image of her
smal | hands, al nbst as slender and delicate

as those of a child.

He had been fascinated by her hands. Enchanted. He had never

sensed anyone's vulnerability so intensely as he'd sensed hers when he held her snall, trenbling,
but strong hands in his. Ch, he had been |like a swooni ng school boy with her hands.

When he had hung the nmobile on the porch, as a nenento of the attorney, he had added one item It
dangl es, now, on a piece of green string: her slender index finger, reduced to bare bones but
still undeniably el egant, the three phalanges fromtip to the base knuckle, clinking against the
little conch shells and m niature bivalve fans and trunpet shells and tiny spirals sinilar to the
whor | ed hones of snails.

Cink-clink. dink-clink. He unlocks the front door and enters the house. He closes but does not
| ock the door behind him allow ng the wonan to have access if

she chooses to take it.

Wio knows what she will choose to do?

Al ready her behavior is as astonishing as it is nysterious. She excites him Vess turns fromthe
shadowy front roomto the narrow enclosed stairs inmediately to his left. He quickly clinbs the
steps two at a

time, one hand on the oak banister, to the second floor. A short hallway serves two bedroons and a
bath. Hs roomis to the left.

In his private chanber, he drops the Mdssberg on the bed and crosses to the south-facing w ndow,
whi ch is covered by a blue drape with bl ackout lining. He doesn't need to draw the drape aside to

file:/l/F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Koontz,%20Dean%20-%20Intensity.txt (63 of 146) [1/17/03 3:06:17 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/K oontz,%20D ean%20-%20I ntensity.txt

see
the nmotor home on the driveway bel ow. The two pleated panels of fabric don't quite neet, and when
he puts his eye to the two-inch gap, he has a clear view of the entire vehicle.

Unl ess she slipped out of the notor hone imredi ately behind him which is highly doubtfiil, the
worman is still inside. He can see down through the windshield at an angle into the pilot's and
copilot's seats, and she has not advanced to either

He takes the pistol fromhis pocket and puts it on the dresser. He shrugs out of the raincoat and
tosses it atop the chenille spread on the neady made bed.

When he checks at the wi ndow again, there is as yet no sign of the nmystery woman at the notor hone
bel ow.

He hurries into the hallway to the bathroom Wite tile, white paint, white tub, white sink, white
toilet, polished brass fixtures with white ceram ¢ knobs. Everything gleans. Not a single smudge
mar s

the mrror.

M. Vess likes a bright, clean bathroom For a while, lifetinmes ago, he lived with his grandnot her
in Chicago, and she was incapabl e of keeping a bathroom clean enough to neet his standards.
Finally, ex-

asper at ed beyond endurance, he had killed the old bitch. He'd been el even when he put the knife in
her .

Now he reaches behind the shower curtain and cranks the COLD faucet all the way open. He isn't
actually going to take a shower, so

there's no point in wasting hot water

He quickly adjusts the shower head until the spray is as heavy as it

gets. The water pounds down into the fiberglass tub, filling the bathroomw th thunder. He knows
from experience that the sound carries throughout the small house; even with rain on the roof,
this is much | ouder than the sound of the shower in Sarah Tenpleton's bedroom and it will be

heard downstairs.

On a wall shelf above the toilet is a clock radio. He switches it on and adjusts the vol une.

The radio is set to a Portland station featuring twenty-four-houra-day news. Odinarily, when

bat hing and attending to his toilet, M. Vess likes to listen to the news, not because he has any
interest in the latest political or cultural devel opnents but because these days the news is

| argely about people maimng and killing one anot her-war,

terrorism rape, assault, murder. And when people can't kill one an-

other in sufficient nunbers to keep the reporters busy, nature always saves the day with a
tornado, a hurricane, a big earthquake, or an out-

break of flesh-eating bacteria.

Sonetinmes, listening to the news and letting the various reports spark fond nenories of his own
homi ci dal exploits, he realizes that he hinself is also a force of nature: a hurricane, a
lightning storm a

pl anet - smashi ng asteroid hurtling through the void, the distillate of all human ferocity in a
singl e body. Elenental power. The thought pleases him

Now, however, news will not set the stage properly. Hastily he turns the tuning knob until he
finds a station playing nusic. "Take the A Train" by Duke Ellington

Perfect. The big-band sound brings to his nind' s eye an image of light flaring off cut crystal and
| um nous bubbles rising in a chanpagne glass, and it rem nds himof the snell of fresh-cut |ines,

| emrons. He canfeel the notes in the air, sone shinmmering-bursting |ike bubbles and others bouncing
off himlike hundreds of little rubber balls and sone |ike wi ndblown |eaves crisp with autum: a
very tactile music, exuberant and exhilarating.

The wonman will be subtly lulled by the swing beat. It will be difficult for her to believe, really
bel i eve, that anything bad can happen to

her with such music as background.

Perfect. He hurries back to his bedroom to the w ndow, having been away fromit no nore than a

m nut e.

Rai n snaps agai nst the gl ass, streans.

On the driveway bel ow, the notor home stands as before. The wonan still nust be inside. She
probably won't just burst out
of the vehicle and run pell-nmell; she's likely to exit warily, hesitant on

both sides of the door. Although there nmight have been tine for her to get out of the notor home
while M. Vess was in the bathroom she would al nbst certainly be huddling against it, getting her
beari ngs, assessing the situation. Fromthis high vantage point, he can see

around nost of the vehicle, with the exception of blind spots toward the rear on the port side and
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at the very back, and the wonan is not
in sight. "Ready when you are, M ss Desnond," he says, referring to the G oria Swanson character
in Sunset Boul evard.

That novie had had a great effect on himwhen he'd first seen it on television. He'd been
thirteen, a year out of counseling for the murder of his grandnother. On one level, he had known
that Nornma Desnond was supposed to be the tragic villain of the piece, that the witer and

director intended for her to fulfill that role-but he had admred her, |oved her. Her selfishness
was thrilling, her self-absorption heroic. She was the truest character he had ever seen in a
nmovi e. This was what people were actually like, under the pretense and hypocrisy, under all the
crap about |ove, conpassion, altruism they were all |ike Norma Desnmond but couldn't admit it to

thensel ves. Norma didn't give a shit about the rest of the world, and she bent everyone to her
iron will even when she was no | onger young or beautiful or fanous, and when she couldn't bend
Wl liam Hol den's character as far as she wanted, she just boldly picked up a gun and shot him

whi ch was so powerful, so audacious, that young Edgler had been too excited to sleep that night.
He had | ain awake wondering what it would be Iike to encounter a wonman as superior and genui ne as
Nor ma. Desnond-and then to break her, kill her, take all the strength of her selfishness and nake
it his own.

Maybe this nystery woman is a little bit |like Norma Desnond. She's bold, sure enough. He can't
figure what the hell she's doing, what she's after; and when he understands her notivation, naybe
she won't be anything like Nornma Desnond. But at |east she is already sonething new and
interesting in his experience.

The rain. The wind. The notor hone. "Take the A Train" has given way to "String of Pearls."
Murmuri ng softly against the blue drapes, M. Vess says, "Ready when you are."

After the killer had gotten out of the notor hone and sl ammed the door, Chyna had waited in the
dark bedroomfor a long while in the one-note lullaby of rain.

She had told herself that she was being prudent. Listen. Wait. Be sure. Absolutely sure.

But then she'd been forced to admit that she had | ost her nerve. Although she had nostly dried out
during the ride north from Hum

bol dt County, she was still cold, and the source of her chills was the ice of doubt in her guts.
The eater of spiders was gone, and to Chyna, even remaining in blackness with two dead bodi es was
far preferable to going outside where she m ght encounter himagain. She knew that he woul d be
back, that this bedroomwas not, in fact, a safe place, but for a while, what she knew was
overrul ed by what she felt.

When at | ast she broke her paralysis, she noved with reckl ess abandon, as though any hesitation
woul d result in another and worse

paral ysis, which she woul d be unable to overcone. She yanked open the bedroom door, plunged into
the hall, with the revolver held in front of her because maybe the murderous bastard hadn't gotten
out after all, and she went all the way forward past the bathroom and through the dining area and
into the | ounge, where she stopped a few feet back fromthe driver's seat.

The only light was a bl eak gray haze that cane through the skylight in the hall behind her and

t hrough the w ndshi el d ahead, but she could see that the killer wasn't here. She was al one.
Qutside, directly ahead of the notor home, lay a sodden yard, a few dripping trees, and a rough
driveway | eading to a weat hered barn

Chyna noved to a starboard wi ndow, cautiously peel ed back one

conmer of the greasy drape, and saw a | og house about twenty feet away. Mottled with tinme and many
coats of creosote, streaming with rain, the walls glistened |Iike dark snakeskin.

Al t hough she had no way of being certain, she assumed that it was

the killer's house. He had told the nen in the service station that he was going hone after his
"hunting" trip, and everything he had told them had sounded to her like the truth, including-and
especial ly@the taunts about young Ariel.

The killer nust be inside. Chyna went forward again and | eaned over the driver's seat to | ook at
the ignition. The keys weren't there. They weren't in the console box either

She slipped into the copilot's seat, feeling frightfully exposed in spite of the blurring rain
that washed down the w ndows. She could find nothing in the console box, in the shall ow gl ove box,
in either door pouch, or under either front seat that reveal ed the name of the

owner or anything el se about him

rie woulu oe returning soon. V or some denented reason, he had gone to a lot of trouble and taken
risks to bring the cadavers, and nost likely he would not | eave themin the notor hone for |ong.
The obscuring rain made it difficult for her to be sure, but she thought that the drapes were
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drawn at the first-floor windows on this side of the house. Consequently, the killer would not
casual ly glance out and spot her when she stepped fromthe notor home. She couldn't see the pair
of second-floor wi ndows half as well as those |ower down, but they also m ght be draped.

She cracked open the door, and a cold knife of wind thrust at her through the gap. She got out and
cl osed the door behind her as quietly as possible.

The sky was | ow and turbulent. Forested hills rose rank after rank behind the house, vanishing
into the pearly nmist. Chyna sensed nmountai ns | ooning above the hills in the overcast; they would
still be capped with snow this early in th spring.

She hurried to the flagstone steps and went up onto the porch, ou

of the rain, but it was com ng down so hard that already she was

soaked agai n. She stood with her back to the rough wall.

W ndows flanked the front door, and the drapes were drawn behind the nearer of the two.

Miusi c inside. Swing nusic. She stared out at the meadows, along the lane that |ed fromthe house
to the top of a low hill and thence out of sight. Perhaps, beyond the hill, other houses stood

al ong that unpaved track, where she would find people who could help her

But who had ever hel ped her before, all these |long years? She renenbered the two brief stops that
had awakened her, and she suspected that the notor hone had passed through a gate. Neverthel ess,
even if this was a private driveway, it would | ead sooner or

later to a public road, where she would find assistance fromresidents or passing notorists.

The top of the hill was approximately a quarter of a mle fromthe house. This was a |l ot of open
ground to cover before she would be out of sight. If he saw her, he would probably be able to
chase her down before she got away.

And she still didn't know that this was his house. Even if it was his house, she couldn't be sure
that this was where he kept Ariel. If Chyna

brought back the authorities and Ariel wasn't here, then the killer might never tell themwhere to
find the girl.

She had to be sure that Ariel was in the basenment. But if the girl was here, then when Chyna cane
back with the cops, the killer m ght barricade hinself in the house. It would take a SWAT

teamto pry himout of the place-and before they got to him he nmght kill Ariel and conmt
sui ci de.

In fact, that was al nost certainly how it would play out as soon as

any cops showed up. He would know that his freedomwas at an end, that his ganes were over, that
he woul d have no nore fin, and all he would see available to hi mwas one |ast, apocal yptic

cel ebrati on of nadness.

Chyna couldn't bear to lose this inperiled girl so soon after losing Laura, failing Laura.

Intol erabl e. She couldn't keep failing people as, all her life, others had iailed her. Meaning
wasn't to be found in psychol ogy classes and textbooks but in caring, in hard sacrifice, in faith,
in action. She didn't want to take these risks. She wanted to live-but for soneone other than
hersel f

At | east now she had a gun. And the advantage of surprise. Earlier, at the Tenpl eton house and in
the notor hone and then at the service station, she'd al so had the advantage of surprise, but she
hadn't been in possession of the revol ver

She realized that she was arguing herself into taking the nost dan-

gerous course of action open to her, naking excuses for going into the house. Going into the house
was obviously crazy, Jesus, a totally crazy nove, Jesus, but she was striving hard to rationalize
it, because she had already nmade up her mind that this was what she was going to do.

Comi ng out of the notor hone, the woman has a gun in her right hand. It |looks as if it mght be a -
3 8 - perhaps a Chief's Special

This is a popul ar weapon with sone cops. But this worman doesn't nove like a cop, doesn't handle
the weapon as a cop woul d-al though clearly she is somewhat confortable with a gun

No, she's definitely not an officer of the law. Sonething el se. Sonething weird.

M. Vess has never been so intrigued by anyone as he is by this spunky little lady, this
mysterious adventurer. She's a real treat.

The nmonent she sprints fromthe nmotor home to the house and out of sight, Vess noves fromthe

wi ndow on the south wall of his bedroomto the window on the east wall. It is also covered by a

bl ue drape, which he parts.

No sign of her. He waits, holding his breath, but she doesn't head east along the |ane. After half
a mnute or so, he knows that she isn't going to run

If she had taken off, she would have sorely disappointed him He doesn't think of her as a person
who woul d run. She is bold. He wants her to be bold.
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Had she run, he woul d have sent the dogs after her, not with instructions to kill but nmerely to
detain. Then he woul d have retrieved her to question her at his |eisure.

But sbe is coming to bim For whatever uni nagi nable reason, she will follow himinto the house.
Wth her revol ver

He will need to be cautious. But oh, what fun he is having. Her gun only nakes the gane nore

i ntense.

The front porch is imediately bel ow this wi ndow, but he isn't able to see it because of the

over hangi ng roof. The nystery wonan is somewhere on the porch. He canfeel her close, perhaps
directly under him

He retrieves his pistol fromthe nightstand and glides quietly across the wall-to-wall carpet into
the open doorway. He steps into the hall and quickly to the head of the enclosed stairs, where he
stops. He can see only the |landing below, not the living room but he |istens.

If she opens the front door, he will know, because one of the hinges nakes a dry ratcheting sound.
It's not a loud noise, but it is distinctive. Because he's listening specifically for that
corroded hinge, not even the drumring of the rain on the roof, the pounding of the shower into e
bat htub, and "In the Mbod" on the radio can entirely nmask the sound.

Crazy. But she was going to do it. For Ariel. For Laura. But also for herself. Maybe npbst of al
for herself.

After all these years under beds, in closets, in attic shadows-no nore hiding. After all these
years of getting by, keeping her head down, drawing no attention to hersel f-suddenly she had to do
somet hi ng or explode. She'd been living in a prison since the day she'd been bom even after

| eaving her nother, a prison of fear and shame and

| ower ed expectations, and she'd been so accustoned to her circunscribed |life that she had not
recogni zed the bars. Now righteous rage rel eased her, and she was crazy with freedom

The chilly wind kicked up, and shatters of rain blasted under the porch roof.

Seashell wind chimes clattered, an irritation of flat notes. Chyna eased past the w ndow, trying
to avoid several snails on the porch floor. The drapes remmined tightly shut.

The front door was cl osed but unl ocked. She slowy pushed it i nward. One hinge rasped.

The big-band tune finished with a flourish, and at once two voi ces arose from deeper in the house.
Chyna froze on the threshold, but then she realized that she was listening to an advertisenent.
The musi ¢ had been conming froma radio.

It was possible tha@he killer shared the house with soneone other than Ariel, and other than the
procession of victins or dead bodi es brought back fromhis road trips. Chyna couldn't conceive of
his having a famly, a wife and children, a psychotic Brady Bunch waiting for him but there were
rare cases on record of homcidal sociopaths working together, Iike the two nen who proved to be
the Hllside Strangler in Los Angeles a coupl e of decades ago.

Voi ces on a radio, however, were no threat. Wth the revolver held in front of her, she went

i nside. The inconming wind whistled into the house, rattling a wobbly | anpshade and threatening to
betray her, so she cl osed the door.

The radi o voi ces came down an encl osed stairwell to her |left. She kept one eye on the doorl ess
opening at the foot of those steps, in case

nore than voi ces descended.

The front roomon the ground floor ran the entire width of the small house, and although it was
illumnated only by the gray light fromthe windows, it was nothing |ike what she had expected to
find. There were hunter-green | eather arnthairs with footstools, a tartan-

plaid sofa on large ball feet, rustic oak end tables, and a section of bookshelves that held

per haps three hundred volunmes. On the hearth of the big river-rock 'fireplace were gl eam ng brass
andi rons, and on

the mantel was an old clock with two bronze stags rearing up on their

hind | egs. The decor was thoroughly but not aggressively nmasculineno glassily staring deer or bear
heads on the walls, no hunting prints, no rifles on display, just cozy and confortable. Were she
had been

expecting pervasive clutter as evidence of his seriously disordered mnd, there was neatness.
Instead of filth, cleanliness; even in the shadows, Chyna could see that the roomwas well dusted
and swept. Rather than being burdened with the stench of death, the house was

redol ent of lenmon-oil furniture polish and a subtle pine-scented air freshener, as well as the
faint and pleasant snell of char fromthe fireplace.

Selling H& R Block tax services and then doughnuts, the radio voices bounced with enthusi asm down
the stairs. The killer had it cranked up too loud; the volume |evel seened wong to Chyna, as if
he was trying to mask other sounds.
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There was another sound, similar to but different fromthe rain, and after a moment she recognized
it. A shower.

That was why he had set the radio so loud. He was listening to the music while taking a shower.
She was in luck. As long as the killer was in the shower, she could search for Ariel wthout the
ri sk of being discovered.

Chyna hurriedly crossed the front roomto a hal f-open door, went

t hrough, and found a kitchen. Canary-yellow ceramic tile with knotty-pine cabinets. On the floor
gray vinyl tile speckled with yellow and green and red. Well scrubbed. Everything in its place.
She was soaked, rain dripping off her hair and still seeping fromher jeans onto the clean fl oor.
Taped to the side of the refrigerator was a cal endar already turned forward to April, with a color
phot ograph that showed one white and one black kitten-both with dazzling green eyes-peering out
froma huge spray of lilies.

The normality of the house terrified her: the gleaning surfaces, the tidiness, the honmey touches,
the sense that a person lived here who m ght walk in daylight on any street and pass for human in
spite of the atrocities that he had comrtted

Don't think about it. Keep noving. Safety in novenent.

She went past the rear door. Through the four glass panes in the upper half, she saw a back porch
a green yard, a couple of big trees, and the barn.

W thout any architectural division, the kitchen opened into the dining area, and the comnbined
space was probably two-thirds the width of the house. The round dinette table was dark pine,
supported

by a thick central drumrather than |l egs; the four heavy pine captain's chairs featured tie-on
back and seat cushi ons.

Upstairs, the nusic started again, but it was softer in the kitchen

than in the front room |f she had been an aficionado of big-band music, however, she would have
been able to recogni ze the tune from here.

The noi se of the running shower was nore apparent in the kitchen than in the living room because
the pi pes were channel ed through the rear wall of the old house. Water being drawn upward to the
bat hroom made an urgent, holl ow rushi ng sound through copper. Furthernore, the pipe wasn't tied
down and insulated as well as it ought to have been, and at sone point along its course, it

vi brated agai nst a wall stud: rapid knocki ng behind plasterboard, tatta-tatta-tatta-tatta-tatta.
If that noise abruptly stopped, she would know that her safe tine in the house was limted. In the
subsequent sil ence, she could count

on no nore than a mnute or two of grace while he toweled off. Thereafter he m ght show up
anywher e.

Chyna | ooked around for a tel ephone but saw only a wall jack into which one could be plugged. If
there had been a phone, she m ght have paused to call 9 11, supposing there was 9 11 service out
here in ... well, wherever the hell they were-these boondocks. Know ng that help was on the way
woul d have made the remai nder of the search | ess nerve-racking.

At the north end of the dining area was another door. Although the killer was in the shower
upstairs, she turned the knob as quietly as she

could and crossed the threshold with caution

Beyond | ay a conbination |aundry and storage room A washer. An electric dryer. Boxes and bottles
of laundry supplies were stored in an

orderly fashion on two open shelves, and the air snelled |ike detergent and bl each

The rush of water and the knocki ng pi pe were even | ouder here than they had been in the kitchen
To the left, past the washer and dryer, was another door-rough pine, painted |inme green. She
opened it and saw stairs |eading down to a black cellar, and her heart began to beat faster
"Ariel, she said softly, but there was no answer, because she had spoken nore to herself than to
the girl.

No wi ndows at all below Not even a turbid leak of gray stormlight seeping through narrow
casenents or screened ventilation cutouts.

Dungeon dar k.

But if the bastard was keeping a girl down there, how odd that he wouldn't have added a lock to
this upper door. It offered only the spring latch that retracted with a twist of the knob, not a
real |ock of any ki nd.

The captive night be sealed in a wi ndow ess room deep bel ow, of course, or even manacled. Arie

m ght have no hope of reaching these stairs and this upper door, even if |left alone for days to
worry at her restraints, which would explain why the killer was confident that one nore barrier to
her flight wasn't necessary even when he was away from hone.
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Nevert hel ess, it seenmed peculiar that he wouldn't be concerned about a thief breaking into the
house when he was gone, descending to the cellar, and inadvertently di scovering the inprisoned
girl. Considering the obvious age of the structure, its rusticity, and the | ack of any apparent
al arm keypads, Chyna doubted that the house had a se-

curity system The killer, with all his secrets, ought to have installed a steel door to the
cellar, with | ocks as inpregnable as those on a bank vault.

The lack of special security might mean that the girl, Ariel, was not here.

Chyna didn't want to dwell on that possibility. She bad to find Ariel.

Leani ng through the doorway, she felt along the stairwell wall for the switch, and snapped it up
Li ghts came on both at the upper |anding and in the basenent.

The bare concrete steps-a single flight-were steep. They appeared to be nuch newer than the house
itself, perhaps even a relatively recent addition

The high-velocity surge of water through plunmbing and the hard rapping of the | oose pipe in the

wall told her that the killer was still busy in the bathroom above, scrubbing away all traces of
his crines. Tatta-tatta-tatta ..

Louder than before but still in a whisper, she said: "Ariel." Qut of the still air below, no
response. Louder. "Ariel." Nothing. Chyna didn't want to 90 down into this wi ndowl ess pit, with no

way out except the stairs, even with a | ockl ess door above. But she couldn't think of any way to
avoi d the descent, not if she was to learn for sure whether Ariel was here.
Tatta-tatta-tatta-tatta-tatta ... It always canme to this, even with chil dhood | ong past and being
grown up and everything supposedly in control, everything supposedly all right; even then it stil
came to this: alone, dizzy with fear, alone, down into a bl eak-dark-cranped place, no exits,

sustai ned only by nad hope, with the world indifferent, no one to wonder about her or care where
she m ght have gone.

Listening intently for the slightest change in the sound of the rushing water and the vibrating

pi pe, Chyna went down one step at a

time, her left hand on the iron railing. The gun was extended in her

ri ght hand; she was clenching it so fiercely that her knuckles ached. "Chyna Shepherd, untouched
and alive," she said shakily. "Chyna Shepherd, untouched and alive."

Hal fway down the stairs, she glanced back and up. At the end of a

trail of her wet shoep@iints, the landing seenmed a quarter of a nile

above her, as far away as the top of the knoll had seened fromthe front porch of the house.

Alice down the rabbit bole into a nmadness wi tbout tea parties.

At the open doorway between the in-kitchen dining area and the laundry room M. Edgler Vess hears
the nystery wonan call to Ariel. She

isonly afewfeet away fromhim around the coner, past the washer and the dryer, so there can be
no ni stake about what nane she speaks.

Ariel. Stupefied, he stands blinking and open-mouthed in the fragrance of |aundry detergent and in
the wall-nuffled rattle of copper pipes, with her voice echoing in nenory.

There is no way for her to know about Ariel. Yet she calls to the girl again, |ouder than before
M. Vess suddenly feels terribly violated, oppressed, observed. He glances back at the w ndows in
the dining area and the kitchen, ex-

pecting to discover the radiant faces of accusing strangers pressed to

those panes. He sees only the rain and the drowned gray light, but he is still anguished.

This is not fan any longer. Not fimat all.

The nystery is too deep. And alarming. It is as if this wonan didn't come to himout of that Honda
but cane through an invisible barrier between dinensions, out of sone

worl d beyond this one, fromwhich she has been secretly watching him The flavor is distinctly
supernatural, the texture otherworldly, and now the laundry detergent snells Iike burning incense,
and the cloying air seens thick with unseen presences.

Fearful and pl agued by doubt, unaccustoned to both of those enbtions, M. Vess steps into the

| aundry room raising the Heckler & Koch P7. His finger waps the trigger, already beginning to
squeeze of f a shot.

The cell ar door stands open. The stairwell light is on

The wonman is not in sight. He eases off the trigger without firing. On those infrequent occasions
when he has guests to the house to dinner or for a business neeting, he always | eaves a Dober man
in the laundry room The dog lies in here, silent and dozing. But if anyone other than Vess were
to enter, the dog woul d bark and snarl and drive hi m backward.

When the naster is away, Dobermans vigilantly patrol the entire property, and no one has a hope of
getting into the house itself, let alone into the cellar
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M. Vess has never put a lock on the door to the cellar steps because he is concerned that it

m ght accidentally trip, inprisoning himdown there when he is at play and unawares. Wth a key-
oper at ed deadbolt, of course, this catastrophe could never happen. He hinself is incapable of

i magi ni ng how any such nmechani smcould nmal function and trap him neverthel ess, he's too concerned
about the prospect to

take the risk.

Over the years, he has seen coincidence at work in the world, and peopl e perishing because of it.
One | ate-June afternoon near dusk, as

M. Vess was driving to Reno, Nevada, on Interstate 8o, a young blonde in a Miustang convertible
had passed his notor hone. She was wearing white shorts and a white bl ouse, and her long hair
streaned red-gold in the twilight wind. Filled with an instant and powerful need to smash her
beautiful face, he had pressed the notor hone to

its limts to keep her swifter Mustang in sight, but his quest had seemed dooned. As the hi ghway
rose into the Sierras, the speed of the notor home had fallen, and the Miustang had pulled away.
Even if he had been able to draw close to the wonman, the traffic had been too heavy@ oo many

wi tnesses-for himto try anything as bold as forcing her off the highway. Then one of the tires on
t he Mustang had

bl own. Traveling at such high speed, she nearly spun out, nearly rolled, swerved fromlane to

| ane, bl ue snoke pouring off the tires, but then she got control and pulled the car off the road
onto the shoulder. M. Vess had stopped to assist her. She had been grateful for his offer of
hel p, smling and pleasantly shy, a nice girl with a one-inch gold cross on a chain around her
neck, and | ater she had wept so bitterly and struggled so excitingly to resist surrendering her
beauty, to turn

her face away from his various sharp instrunents, just a high-spirited young wonan full of life
and on the way to Reno until coincidence gave her to him

And if a blown tire, why not a nmal functioning | ock? If coincidence can give, it can take. M. Vess
lives with intensity but not wi thout caution. Now this woman, calling for Ariel, has conme into his
life, like a

blown tire, and suddenlyhe's not sure if she is a gift to himor he

to her.

Remenbering her revolver and w shing for Dobermans, he glides across the laundry roomto the
cel l ar door.

The wonan's voice rises fromthe stairs bel ow "China Shepherd untouched and alive."

The words are so strange-the meani ng so nysterious-that they seemto be an incantation, encoded
and cryptic.

Confirm ng that perception, the wonan repeats herself, as though she is chanting: "China Shepherd
unt ouched and alive."

Though Vess is not usually superstitious, he experiences a heightened sense of the supernatural
beyond anything he's felt thus far. His scalp prickles, and the flesh on the nape of his neck
crawl s, and his hand tightens on the pistol

After a hesitation, he | eans through the open door and | ooks down the cellar stairs.

The wonan is only a few steps fromthe bottom She's got one hand on the railing, the revolver
held out in front of her in the other hand.

Not a cop. An amateur. Nonethel ess, she night be M. Vess's blown tire, and he's junpy, tw tchy,
still extremely curious about her but prepared to put his safety ahead of his curiosity.

He eases through the doorway onto the upper |anding. As close as she is, she does not hear him
because all is concrete, nothing to creak

He ains his pistol at the center of her back. The first shot will catapult her off her feet, send
her "flying with her arns spread toward the basenment bel ow, and the second shot will take her as
she is in flight. Then he'll race down the stairAehind her, firing the third and fourth rounds,
hitting her in the legs if possible. He'll drop on top of her, press the nuzzle into the back of
her head, and then, then, then when he's totally in control of her, domi nant, he can decide

whet her she's still a threat or not, whether he can risk questioning her or whether she's so
dangerous that nothing will do but to put a couple of rounds in her brain.

As the wonman passes under the light near the foot of the stairs, M. Vess gets a better |ook at
her revolver. It is indeed a Smth & Wsson

- 3 8 Chief's Special, as he had thought earlier, when he had seen it fromthe second-fl oor
bedroom wi ndow, but suddenly the nake and nodel of the weapon have el ectrifying meaning for him
He snmells a SlimJimsausage. He renmenbers |iquid-night eyes widening in shock, terror, and
despair.
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He has seen two of these guns in the past several hours. The first belonged to the young Asian
gentl eman at the service station, who drew it fromunder the counter in self-defense but never had
the opportunity to fire.

Al t hough the Chief's Special is a popular revolver, it is not so uni-

versally admred that one sees it everywhere in use. Edgler Vess knows, with the certainty of a
fox on the scent of a rabbit in the weeds, that this is the same gun.

Al t hough there are still many nysteries about the woman on the stairs below him though her
presence here is no |l ess astonishing to

himthan it was before, there is nothing supernatural about her. She knows the nane Ariel not
because she has been watching from sone

wor| d beyond this one, not because she is in the dutiful service of some higher force, but sinmply
because she nust have been tbere, in the service station, when Vess was chatting up the two clerks
and when, nmonents later, he killed them

Where she coul d have been hiding, how he could have overl ooked her, why she would feel the need to
pursue him where she got all the courage for this reckless adventure-these are things he can't

di scern through intuition alone. But now he will have the opportunity to put these questions to
her.

Lowering his pistol, he steps back into the laundry room |est she glance up the stairs and see
hi m

Hi s uncharacteristic fear, his eerie perception of oppressive supernatural forces, lifts like a
fog fromhim and he is amazed by his own
brief spasmof gullibility. He, who has no illusions about the nature of existence. He, who is so

cl ear-seeing. ile, who knows the prinmacy of pure sensation. Even he, the nobst rational of all nen,
has spooked.

He al nost |aughs at his foolishness-and at once puts it out of his mnd

The wonan nmust be to the bottom of the stairs by now

He will allow her to explore. After all, for whatever bizarre rea-

sons, this is what she has cone here to do, and Vess is curious about her reactions to the things
t hat she discovers.

He is having fun again. Once nore, the gane is on

Chyna reached the bottomof the stairs.

The outer wall of nortared stone was to her right. There was

nowhere to go in that direction

To her left was a chanmber about ten feet fromfront to back, and as

wi de as the house. She noved away fromthe foot of the stairs, into this new space.

At one end stood an oil-fired furnace and a large electric water

heater. At the other end were tall netal storage cabinets with vent slits

in the doors, a workbench, and a tool chest on wheels.

Directly ahead, in a concrete-block wall, a strange door waited. Cdick-whoosh. Chyna swung to the
ri ght and al nost squeezed off a shot before she realized that the sound had conme fromthe
fiirnace: the electric pilot light clicking on, fiiel taking flane.

Over the sound of the furnace, she was still able to hear the vibrating pipe. Tatta-tatta-tatta.
It was fainter here than on the stairs, but still audible.

She coul d barely make out the nusic fromthe second-fl oor bathroom an inconstant thread of

mel ody, primarily the passages in brass or wailing clarinet.

Evidently for soundproofing, the door in the back wall was padded |ike a theater door, in |eather-
grain maroon vinyl divided into quiltlike squares by eight upholstery nails with |arge round heads
covered in matching vinyl. The frane was uphol stered in the sane nateri al

No | ock, not even a spring latch, prevented her from proceeding. Putting her hand on the vinyl,
Chyna di scovered that the padding

was even nore plush than it appeared to be. As nuch as two inches of foam covered the underlying
wood.

She gripped the |ong stainless-steel, U shaped handle. \Wen she pulled, the vinyl-encased door
softly scraped and squeaked across the upholstery on the janb. The fit was snug: \Wen the door
swung all the way free of the janmb and the seal was broken, there was a faint sound simlar to
that made when one opened a jar of vacuum packed peanuts.

The door was uphol stered on the inside as well. The overall thickness was in excess of five

i nches.

Beyond this new threshold lay a six-foot-square chanber with a

I ow ceiling, which rem nded her of an el evator, except that every sur-
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face other than the fl oor was uphol stered. The floor was covered with a rubber mat of the kind
used in many restaurant kitchens for the confort of cooks who worked on their feet for hours at a
tine. In the dimlight fromthe recessed overhead bul b, she saw that the fabric here wasn't vinyl
but gray cotton with a nubbly texture.

The strangeness of the place sharpened her fear, yet at the same tine she was so sure she
under st ood the purpose of the padded vestibule that her stomach rolled with faint nausea.

Directly opposite the door that Chyna held open was one nore

door. It was al so padded and set in an uphol stered frane.

Finally, here were |ocks. The gray uphol stery plunped around two

heavy-duty brass | ock cylinders. She couldn't proceed without keys.

Then she noticed a snall padded panel overlying the door itselfat eye |evel, perhaps six by ten
inches with a knob attached. It was |ike the sliding panel over the view port in the solid door of
a maxi nunsecurity prison cell.

Tatta-tatta-tatta ... The killer seened to be taking an unusually |long shower. On the other hand,
Chyna hadn't been in the house nore than three mnutes; it just seened |longer. If he was having a
| ei surely scrub, he mght not be half done.

Tatta-tatta ... She would have preferred to hold open the outer door while she stepped into the
vestibul e and slid aside the panel on the inner view port, but the distance was too great. She had
to let the door fall shut behind her

The nmonent that the uphol stered door nmet the upholstered janb with a whi sper-squeak of softly
abraded vinyl, Chyna could no | onger hear the vibrating water pipe. The quiet was so profound that
even

her ragged breathing was barely audi ble. Under the padding, the walls nmust have been covered with
| ayers of sound-attenuating insulation

O perhaps the killer had shut off the shower just as the door had fallen shut. And was now
toweling dry. O pulling on a robe w thout bothering to towel off. On his way downstairs.

Fearful, unable to breathe, she opened the door again. Tatta-tatta-tatta and the rush of water
nmovi ng at high velocity, under pressure.

She exhal ed explosively with relief. She was still safe. AU 7ight, okay, be cool, keep noving,
find out if the girl is here and then do what has to be done. @

Rel uctantly she allowed the door to fall shut. The rattling of the pipe was again seal ed out.

She felt as though she was suffocating. Perhaps ventilation in the vestibule was inadequate, but
it was the sound-deadening effect of the padded walls, at |east as nmuch as poor airflow, that made
t he at nos-

phere seem as thick as snoke and unbreat habl e.

Chyna slid aside the padded panel on the inner door. Beyond was rose-colored |ight. The port was
fitted with a sturdy screen to protect the viewer fromassault by whoever or whatever was wthin.
Chyna put her face to the port and saw a | arge chanber nearly the size of the Iiving room under
which it was situated. In portions of the space, shadows were pool ed deep, and the only |ight cane
fromthree lanps with fringed fabric shades and pink bul bs that were each putting out about forty
watts.

At two places along the back wall were panels of red and gold brocade that hung from brass rods as
i f covering windows, but there could be no wi ndows underground; the brocade was just set dressing
to

make the room nore confortable. On the wall to the left, barely touched by light, was a | arge
tattered tapestry: a scene of wonen in |long dresses and cloche hats riding horses sidesaddl e

t hrough spring grass and fl owers, past a verdant forest.

The furnishings included a plunmp arnthair with anti nacassars, a

doubl e bed with a white headboard painted with a scene not quite discernible in the rose light,
bookcases wi th acant hus-|eaf nolding, cab-

inets with nmullioned doors, a snmall dining table with a heavily carved apron, two Directoire
chairs with flower-pattern uphol stery flanking the table, and a refrigerator. An i nmense dar k-
stained arnoire, featuring crackle-glazed flower appliqués on all the door panels, was old but
probably not a genuine antique, battered but handsone. A padded vanity bench sat before a nakeup
table with a triptych mirror in a gilded, fluted frame. In a far coner was a toilet and a sink.

As weird as this subterranean roomwas, |ike a storage vault for the stage furniture froma
producti on of Arsenic and O d Lace, the collection of dolls was by far the strangest thing about
it. Kewpie dolls, Cabbage Patch Kids, Raggedy Ann, and nunerous other varieties, both old and new,
sone nore than three feet tall, some smaller than a mlk carton, were dressed in diapers,

snowsui ts, elaborate bridal dresses, checkered ronmpers, cowboy outfits, tennis togs, pajamas, hula
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skirts, kimonos, clovmsuits, overalls, nighties, and sailor suits. They filled the bookshel ves,
peered out through the glass doors of sone of the cabinets, perched on the armpbire, sat atop the
refrigerator, stood and sat on the floor along the walls. O hers were piled atop one another in a
corner and at the foot of the bed, legs and arns jutting at odd stiff angles, heads cocked as on
broken necks, like stacks of gaily attired corpses awaiting transport to a crematorium Two
hundred, or three hundred, or nore small faces either glowed in the gentle light or were ghost-
pale in the shadows, sone of bisque and sone of china and sone of cloth, sonme wood and sone
plastic. Their glass, tin, button, cloth, and painted-ceranmc eyes reflected the light, shone
brightly where the dolls were placed near any of the three | anps, gl owed as noodily as banked
coal s where they were consigned to the darker coners

For a nonent, Chyna was half convinced that these dolls could ac tually see, except for a few

i ndi vi dual s who appeared to be blind be: hind cataracts of rose light, and that awareness
glinrered in their terrible eyes. Al though none of them noved-or even shifted their gaze-they had
an aura of life about them Their power was uncanny, as though the killer were also a warl ock who
stole the souls of those he nmurdered and inprisoned themin these figures.

Then qui et novenent in the room a shadow comi ng out of gloom proved to be the captive, and when
she stepped into sight, the dolls lost their eerie nagic. She was the nbst beautiful child that
Chyna had ever seen, nore beautiful even than in the Polaroid snapshot, with straight |ustrous
hair that was an enchanting shade of

auburn in the peculiar light though platinumblond in reality. Fineboned, slender, graceful, she
possessed a beauty that was ethereal, an-

gelic, and she seenmed to be not a real girl but an apparition bearing a

message about redenption, a nmanger, hope, and a guiding star

She was dressed in black penny | oafers, white knee socks, a blue or black skirt, and a short-

sl eeved white blouse with dark piping on the collar and across the pocket flap, as though she was
in the uniformof a parochial school

No doubt the killer provided the girl with the clothes that he wi shed her to wear, and Chyna saw
at once why he would favor outfits like this. Though physically she was undoubtedly sixteen, she
seemed younger when dressed in this fashion; with her slender arns, with her delicate wists and
hands, in this blushing light, the demure uniform made her seemlike a child of eleven, shy of her
confirmati on Sunday, naive and i nnocent.

Soci opaths like this nman were drawn to beauty and to i nnocence, because they were conpelled to
defile it. Wen innocence was stripped away, when beauty was cut and crushed, the mal fornmed beast
could at last feel superior to this person he had coveted. After the innocent and the beautifu
were |left dead and rotting, the world was to sone degree nade to nore closely resenble the
killer's interior |andscape.

The girl sat in the arncthair. She was hol ding a book. She opened it, turned a few pages, and
appeared to read.

Al t hough she had surely heard the panel sliding back fromthe view port in the door, she did not

| ook up. Apparently she assunmed that her visitor was, as always, the eater of spiders.

Wth a rush of enotion that pinched her heart and surprised her with its intensity, Chyna said,
"Ariel."

The nane fell through the port as into an airless void, having car-

ried no di stance what soever, creating no echo.

The girl's cell obviously had been lined with numerous |ayers of soundproofing, perhaps with even
nore | ayers than the vestibule, and all this attention to the contai nnent of her shouts and
screans seened to indicate that fromtinme to tine the killer invited people into his hone. Perhaps
to dinner. Or to have a few beers and watch a football gane. That he woul d dare such a thing was
only one nore proof of his outrageous bol dness.

But that he would have friends at all chilled Chyna, friends not denmented |ike him who would be
horrified to discover the girl in his cellar and to know that their host slaughtered whol e
famlies for his entertainment. He passed for human in the workaday world. People |aughed at his
j okes. Sought his advice. Shared their joys and sorrows

with him Perhaps he attended church. On some Saturday nights, did he go dancing, snoothly two-
stepping around the floor with a smling woman in his arns, keeping tine to the same mnusic
everyone el se heard?

Chyna rai sed her voice: "Ariel." The girl failed to | ook up. Louder still, all but shouting it

t hrough the screened port in the padded door: "Ariel!"

In the chair, knees primy together, the book in her |ap, head bowed to the page, wi ngs of hair
hi di ng nost of her face, Ariel sat as
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if deaf-or as if she were a girl in the back of a closet, tuning out the shouted argunents of
drunk and drug-sodden adults, tuning out further and further until she was in a great deep silent
pl ace of her own, untouchabl e.

Chyna recalled tines, as a young girl, when sinply hiding fromher nmother and her nother's nore
dangerous friends had not provided her with a sufficient sense of security. Sonetines the
argunments or the cel ebrations became too violent or too boisterous; the chaos of noise and crazy
| aughter and cursing spun like a tornado around her even where she had conceal ed hersel f, and her
fear spiraled out of control, until she thought that her heart would burst or her head expl ode.
Then she went away to nore wel com ng places in her mind, through the back of the old wardrobe into
the land of Narnia, which she had read about in the wonderful books of M. C. S. Lewis, or to
visit Toad Hall and the Wld Wod from The Wnd in the Wllows, or into realms that she herself

i nvent ed.

She had al ways been able to cone back fromthose escapenents. But on occasion, she had thought
about how wonderful it would be to stay in that faraway place, where neither her nother nor her
mot her's kind woul d ever be able to find her again, no matter how hard they | ooked. In those
exotic kingdons, there was often danger, but there were also true and faithful friends |ike none
found on this side of magical wardrobes.

Now, peering through the screened port at the girl in the chair, Chyna was sure that Ariel had
sought refuge in just such a far place

and was detached fromthis sorry world in every way that counted. After a year in this disnm
hole, fromtine to tinme suffering the atten-

tions of the sociopath upstairs, perhaps she had wandered so far along the road of inner adventure
that she could not easily-or everreturn.

In fact, the girl raised her gaze fromthe book and sat staring neither at Chyna's face in the
door port nor apparently at anything in the room but at sonething in a world twi ce renoved from
this one. Even in the inadequate rose light, Chyna could see that Ariel's eyes were out of focus
and as strange as the eyes of any of the dolls that surrounded her.

The killer had told the nen at the service station that he had not yet touched Ariel in "that

way, " and Chyna believed him Because once he had taken her innocence, he would need to snmash her
beauty; and when that was done, he would kill her. The fact that she was alive argued that she was
still untouched.

Yet day after day, nmonth after dreadful nonth, she had lived in ex-

hausti ng suspense, waiting for the hateful son of a bitch to decide that she was "ripe," waiting
for his brutal assault, his sour breath on her face, his hot and insistent hands, the terrible
irresistible weight of him every indignity and hunmiliation. In her single room there had been
nowhere to hide; she could not escape to the rooftop, to the beach, to the attic, to the

crawl space, to the upper linbs of the tree in the backyard. "Ariel."

The refuge to which she had escaped nmight be in the pages of the book that she now held. She
functioned in this world, groom ng and feedi ng and bat hi ng and dressing herself, but she lived in
some ot her di nmension.

Chyna's heart rolled in a sea of sorrowin a stormof rage, and through the port in the

uphol stered door, she said, "I'mhere, Ariel. I"'mhere. You aren't alone any nore."
Ariel's gaze didn't shift out of dreams, and she was as still as any of the dolls. "I am your
guardian, Ariel. I'll keep you safe.”

As the girl followed a Iong and wi nding road farther into her private El sewhere, her hands

rel axed, and the book slipped out of them It slid off the edge of the chair and thunped to the
floor, and all ex-

cept a whisper of the sound was absorbed by the special walls and ceiling. She was not aware of
havi ng dropped the volune, and she sat unnovi ng.

"I'"'myour guardian," Chyna repeated, and wondered vaguely at

her choi ce of words.

She was nore afraid for Ariel than for herself, and her heart was

raci ng faster than ever before. "Your guardi an."”

Hot tears blurred Chyna's vision, disabling tears, an indul gence she could not afford. She blinked
furiously until her eyes were dry and her vision was clear

She turned fromthe | ocked i nner door and angrily pushed open the outer one.
Tatta-tatta-tatta-tatta-tatta ... As she stepped out of the heavy sound-baffling of the vestibule
and into the first roomin the basenent, the rattling pipe seenmed | ouder than she renenbered.
Tatta-tatta-tatta ... Perhaps a m nute had passed since she'd slid aside the padded panel on the
Vi ew port.

The son of a bitch bastard freak was still in his shower, naked and defensel ess. And now t hat
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Chyna knew where Ariel was, she didn't have to worry that the cops would need himto lead themto
the girl.

The gun felt good in her hand. It felt wonderful in her hand. If she could have freed Ariel and
gotten her out of there, she would have done that rather than take the violent option. But she
didn't pos-

sess a key, and that inner door was not going to be easy to break down.

Tatta-tatta-tatta ... She had only one choice. She went to the cellar stairs. Blue steel gleam ng
in her hand. Even if he finished showering and shut off the water before Chyna was able to reach
him he'd still be naked and defensel ess, toweling off, so she would go in there, into the

bat hroom and open fire on hi m point-blank, shoot himdown, enpty the revolver into him the first
shot right through his fucking heart, then put at least one round in his face, to be sure that he
was really done for. Take no

chances. No chances at all. Use every round, squeeze the trigger until the hanmer click-click-
clicked on the expended cartridges in a
totally enpty cylinder. She could do it. Kill the crazy freak, kill himover and over again, kil

himuntil he stayed killed. She could do it, would do it.

She clinbed the steep stairs, treading on wet footprints that she'd | eft in her descent: Chyna
Shepherd no | onger hiding, up and out of

that hol e, untouched, alive, coming out of Narnia forever

Tatta-tatta-tatta ... Thinking ahead as she noved, Chyna wondered if she should shoot himthrough
the shower curtain-if it was, in fact, a curtain instead of a glass door-because if she didn't
shoot himthrough it, then she would have to hold the revolver in just one hand while she yanked
the curtain or the door aside. That would be risky, because a

strange and di smayi ng weakness was creeping into her fingers and into her wists. Her arns were
shaki ng so badly that already she had to grip the weapon with both hands to prevent herself from
dropping it.

Her heart rattling |like the copper pipe, scared about the comi ng confrontation even if the crazy
geek was naked and defensel ess, Chyna reached the upper |landing and entered the |laundry room

She coul dn't shoot himthrough the curtain, because she wouldn't know whether she'd hit himor
not. She'd be shooting blind, unable to aimfor his chest or head.

Past the dryer and the washer, through the fragrance of |aundry detergent, she reached the open
door to the kitchen. Crossing the threshold, she belatedly registered the inportant thing that she
had seen on the landing at the head of the cellar stairs: wet shoeprints |arger than her own,
anong her prints, overlapping her prints, where he had stood only a short while ago.

She was already rushing into the kitchen, with too nuch nomentumto halt, and the killer canme at
her fromthe right, past the dinette set. He was big, strong, a juggernaut, neither naked nor

def ensel ess, the shower having been a ruse all al ong.

He was fast, but she was nmarginally faster. He tried to drive her backward and sl am her agai nst
the cabinets, but she slid out of the way, raising the revolver, with the nuzzle three feet from
his face, and she pulled the trigger, and the hammer nade a dry, stick-breaking sound as it fel
on an enpty chanber

She backed hard into the side of the refrigerator, dislodging the kittens-and-lilies cal endar
which clattered to the floor at her feet.
The killer was still rushing at her. She squeezed the trigger, and the revolver clicked again,

whi ch made no sense-shit-because the clerk in the service station never

had a chance to fire it before he had been bl own away by the shotgun. No cartridges should be

ni ssi ng.
This was the first time that she had seen the killer's face. Always before, she'd glinpsed just
the back of his head, the top of his skull, the side of his face but froma distance. He was not

what she had expected, not noon-faced and pal e-1i pped and heavy-jawed. He was handsone, w th bl ue
eyes that were a beautiful contrast with his dark hair-nothing crazy in his clear eyes-broad clean
features, and a nice smle.

Smiling, he continued to cone straight at her as she squeezed the trigger a third tine, and the
hanmer fell yet again on an enpty chanber. Sniling, he tore the revolver out of her hand with such
force that she thought her finger broke before it slipped through the trigger guard, and she
squeal ed in pain.

The killer backed away from her, holding the weapon, his eyes sparkling with excitenent. "Wat a
kick that was."

Chyna huddl ed agai nst the side of the refrigerator, tranmping on kitten faces. "I knew it was the
same gun," he said, "but what if 1'd been wong? |I'd have one big hole in ny face right now,
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wouldn't 1, little [ady?" -

Weak and dizzy with terror, she | ooked around desperately for anything that could be used as a
weapon, but there was nothing close at hand. "One big hole in ny face,” he repeated, as if he
found that prospect anusing.

One of the cabinets might contain knives, but she had no way of knowi ng which drawer to check
"Intense," he said, smling at the revolver in his hand.

A pistol lay on the counter across the kitchen, beside the sink, well out of her reach. Chyna
couldn't believe this: He had brought a gun of his own, but he hadn't used it, had set it aside,
and had gone for her bare-handed instead. "You're an attractive wonman."

She | ooked away fromthe pistol, hoping he hadn't noticed that she'd seen it. But she was fooling
hersel f, and she knew it, because he saw everything, everything.

He pointed the revolver at her. "You were back there in the service station |last night."

She was gasping for breath, but she didn't seemto be drawing any air. She was breathing too fast
and too shallowy, in danger of hyper-

ventilating, and she was furious with herself, firious, because he was so calm

He said, "I know you were there, sonehow, sonewhere, and | know you found this Chief's Specia
after | left, but for the life of ne, | can't figure why you're here."

Maybe she woul d be able to get to the pistol before he could stop her. It was a nillion-to-one
chance. Two nmillion, three. Hell, face it, inpossible.

Fromfive feet away, aimng the revolver at the bridge of her nose, his voice bubbly with
exhilaration, the killer said, "But even though it was the Asian's piece, | was walking into the
mout h of the dragon here. | was |ucky just now. Are you?"

Al t hough reaching the pistol was probably inpossible, she didn't have any alternatives. Nothing to
| ose.

Wth a note of inpatience, he said, "Honey, listen to nme, please, I'mtalking to you. Do you fee
lucky right now? As lucky as |'ve been?"

Trying not to stare at the pistol, reluctant to ook into his too-normal eyes, she gazed down the
bore of the revolver and managed to say, "No," and she half believed that she heard that single
word echoing back to her out of the barrel, No. "Let's see if you are."

No. "Ch, be adventurousi, sweetheart. Let's see if you're lucky," he said, and he pulled the
trigger.

Al t hough the weapon had failed to fire three tines, she expected it to explode in her face,
because that seened to be the way |uck was

runni ng for her, and she flinched.

Click. "You are lucky, even nore so than | am" Chyna didn't know what he was tal king about. She
couldn't focus her thoughts on anything but the pistol by the sink, this last mracul ous chance.
"When Fuji started to pull this piece on ne," the killer said, "didn't you hear what | pronised

hi nP"

Al'l this talking and the bastard's cal m deneanor unnerved Chyna even further. She expected himto
shoot her, cut her, beat her, and probably rape her, torture answers from her before or after, but
she didn't expect to have to chat with him for God's sake, as if what they

had been through was only a pleasant little road trip, a shared vacation that had taken a couple
of interesting twsts.

Still pointing the revolver at her, he said, "What | told Fuji was, 'Don't, or I'll shove the
bull ets up your ass.' | always keep ny prom ses. Don't you?"
His patter finally captured her undivided attention. "In such poor light, and with all that bl ood

everywhere, not wanting to | ook, squeam sh, you probably didn't see that Fuji's pants were
pul I ed down."

He was right. After a glance showed her that the clerks were both dead, she had averted her eyes
and stepped around their bodies.

He said, "I managed to insert four rounds in him" Now she closed her eyes. Qpened them at once.
She didn't want to see him | oom ng and handsome with his nice snile, dry bloodstains on his
clothes and nothing disturbing in his eyes. But she didn't dare | ook away.

Chyna Shepberd, untoucbed and alive. "I put four bullets in," he said, "but then they started
poppi ng back out. A little postnortemgas release. It was ridiculous, quite funny, re-

ally, but | was pressed for tinme, as you mght understand, and finally it was just too much
trouble to do the fifth."

Maybe this was best. Maybe one nore round of Russian roulette, and then peace at long | ast, no
nore trying to understand why there was so nuch cruelty in the world when ki ndness was the easier
choi ce.
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He said, "This is a five-shot weapon." The enpty socket of the nuzzle stared blindly at her, and
she wondered if she would see the flash and hear the roar or whether the blackness in the barre
woul d becone her own bl ackness, wi thout any awareness of the exchange.

Then the killer turned the revolver away fromher and pulled the trigger. The blast rattled

wi ndows, and the slug tore through a cabi net door along the nearest wall, spraying splinters of
pi ne and shattering dishes inside.

Bits of wood were still flying when Chyna grabbed a drawer and yanked it out of the cabinet. It
was so heavy that it alnost pulled out of her hand, but she was suddenly strong with desperation,
and she slung it upward at the killer's head, the contents spilling fromit as it arced high

toward his brow

Spoons, forks, butter knives dueling in the air, flashing with cold fluorescent reflections,
ringi ng down on himand across the tile floor, startled himbackward into the dinette table.
Even as the killer stunbled away in surprise, Chyna was noving toward the sink. An instant after
she heard the enpty drawer crash agai nst sonething, she put her hand on the grip of the pistol
She saw

a red dot on the steel frane, which was probably exposed when the safety was off, as on other
pistols with which she was fam liar, and she didn't have to worry about enpty chanbers, as with
the revol ver, because if there was even one bullet in the magazine, just one, it would be in the
breech, please, and at this close range one round nmight be all that she needed.

But her trigger finger was already stiffening and swelling, and when she tried to hook it through
the guard, the flare of pain rocked her. She bobbled on a black tide of nausea, swayed, funbling
at the trigger guard with her mddle finger.

Skating across the littered floor with an ice-brittle clatter-clink of scattering tableware, the
killer reached Chyna before she could bring the gun up and turn. He slammed his arm down on hers
and trapped her hand agai nst the countertop.

Refl exi vely her finger pulled the trigger. A bullet smashed the backsplash. Chips of yell ow
ceramic tile sprayed in her face, and she m ght have been blinded if she hadn't squeezed her eyes
shut in time.

He sl ammed the@eel of his hand against the side of her head, sending a spray of darkness across
t he backs of her eyes, |ike shards of ex-

pl odi ng bl ack gl ass, and then he clubbed his fist against the nape of her neck.

Wth no menmory of having fallen, Chyna was |ying on the kitchen floor, with a bug' s-eye view
across the vinyl tile, gazing through a cata-

clysmic tunble of eating utensils. Interesting. Spoons were the size of shovels. Forks as big as
pi tchforks. Knives were | ances.

The killer's boots. Black boots. Myving around. For a nonment she becanme confused, thinking that
she was back in the Tenpl eton house in the Napa Valley, hiding under the bed in the guest room
But there hadn't been flatware scattered across that bedroom floor, and when she focused on the
stainl ess-steel utensils again, her thoughts cleared. "Now I'm going to have to wash all these,"”
the killer said, "before |I put them away."

He was circling through the kitchen, picking up the flatware and bei ng nethodi cal about it,
keepi ng spoons with spoons, knives with knives.

Chyna was surprised that she could nove her arm which was as heavy as a great tree linb, a
petrified tree once wood but now stone. Neverthel ess, she managed to point at the killer and even
curl her throbbing trigger finger, swallow ng her pain and the bitter taste that came with it.
The gun didn't fire. She squeezed the trigger again, and still there was no boom and then she
realized that her hand was enpty. She wasn't hol ding the pistol

Strange. One of the knives was near her hand. It was a table knife with a finely serrated edge,
suitable for spreading butter or for slicing wellcooked chicken or for cutting green beans into
bite-size pieces, but not

i deal for stabbing soneone to death. A knife was a knife, however, better than no weapon at all
and she quietly closed her hand around it.

Now all she had to do was find the strength to get off the floor. Curiously, she couldn't even
lift her head. She had never before felt so tired.

She had been hit hard on the back of the neck. She wondered about spinal injury.

She refused to weep. She had the knife. The killer cane to her, stooped, and extracted the knife
fromher hand. She was anazed at how easily it slipped fromher fingers, even

t hough she clutched it ferociously, as if it hadn't been a knife at all but a sliver of nelting
ice. "Bad girl," he said, and rapped the flat of the blade against the top of her skull

He continued with the cleanup. Wiile trying not to think about spinal injuries, Chyna managed to
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get her hand around a fork
He returned and took that away from her too. "No," he said, as

though he were training a recalcitrant puppy. "No." "Bastard," she said, disnayed to hear a slur
in her voice. "Sticks and stones." "Fucking bastard." "Ch, very pretty," he said scornfully.
"Shithead." "I should wash your nouth out with soap." "Asshole." "Your nother never taught you

words like that." "You don't know ny nother," she said thickly.

He hit her again, a hard chop to the side of the neck this tine. Then Chyna lay in darkness,
listening worriedly to her nother's distant gay |aughter and strange nen's voices. Shattering

gl ass. Cursing. Thunder and wind. Palmtrees thrashing in the night over Key West. The quality of
t he | aught er changed. Mbcki ng now. Crashes that weren't thunder. And the skittery palnetto beetle
over her bare |legs and across her back. OQther tines. Qher places. In the vapory real mof dreans,
the iron fist of menory.

Shortly after nine o' clock in the norning, after dealing with the wonan and washi ng the fl atware,
M. Vess sets |oose the dogs.

At the back door, at the front door, and in his bedroom there are

call buttons that, when pushed, sound a soft buzzer in the kennel behind the barn. Wen the

Dober mans have been sent there with the word crib, as they were sent earlier, the buzzer is a
comand that at once returns themto active patrol

He uses the call button by the kitchen door and then steps to the |arge wi ndow by the dinette to
wat ch t he backyard

The sky is low and gray, still shrouding the Siskiyou Muntains, but rain is no |longer falling.
The droopi ng boughs of the evergreens drip steadily. The bark on the deci duous trees is a sodden
bl ack; their linbs-sonme with the first fragile green buds of spring, others still barren-are so

coaly that they appear to have been stripped by fire.

Sone people might think that the scene is passive now, with the thunder spent and the |ightning
extingui shed, but M. Vess knows that a stormis as powerful inits aftermath as in its raging. He
is in harmony with this new kind of power, the quiescent power of growh that water bestows on the
| and.

From the back of the barn conme the Dobermans. They pad side by side for a distance, but then split
up and proceed each in his own direction

They are not on attack status at this time. They will chase down and detain any intruder, but they
will not kill him To prime themfor blood, M. Vess nust speak the name N etzscbe.

One of the dogs-Liederkranz-comes onto the back porch, where he stares at the wi ndow, adoring his
master. H s tail wags once

and then once again, but he is on duty, and this brief and neasured display of affection is al

that he will allow hinself.

Li ederkranz returns to the backyard. He stands tall, vigilant. He gazes first to the south, then
west, and then east. He lowers his head, snells the wet grass, and at |ast he noves off across the
lawn, sniffing industriously. His ears flatten against his skull as he concentrates on a scent,
tracki ng sonmething that he inmagines mght be a threat to his master

On a few occasions, as a reward to the Dobernmans and to keep them sharp, M. Vess has turned | oose
a captive and has allowed the dogs to stalk her, forgoing the pleasure of the kill hinmself. It is
an en-

tertaini ng spectacle.

Secure behind the screen of his four-1legged Praetorian Guard, M. Vess goes upstairs to the

bat hroom and adj usts the water in the shower until it is luxuriously hot. He |owers the vol une of
the radio but leaves it tuned to the sw ng-music program

As he strips off his soiled clothing, clouds of steam pour over the top of the shower curtain.
This hum dity enhances the fragrance of the dark stains in his garnents. Naked, he stands for a
couple of minutes with his face buried in the blue jeans, the T-shirt, the denimjacket, breathing
deeply at first but then delicately sniffing one ex-

qui site nuance of odor after another, wi shing that his sense of snell were twenty thousand tines
nmore intense than it is, like that of a Doberman

Nevert hel ess, these aromas transport himinto the night just past. He hears once nore the soft
poppi ng of the sound suppressor on the

pistol, the nmuffled cries of terror and the thin pleas for nmercy in the night cal mof the

Tenpl eton house. He snmells Ms. Tenpleton's lilac-

scented body | otion, which she'd applied to her skin before retiring, the fragrance of the sachet
in the daughter's underwear drawer. He
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tastes, in menory, the spider

Regretfully, he puts the clothes aside for |aundering, because by this evening he nust pass for
the ordinary man that he is not, and this reverse |ycanthropy requires tinme if the transformation
is to be convincing.

Therefore, as Benny Goodnman plays "One O clock Junp," M. Vess plunges into the stinging-hot

wat er, being especially vigorous with the washcloth and | avish with a bar of Irish Spring,
scrubbi ng away the too pungent scents of sex and death, which night alarmthe sheep. They nust
never suspect the shepherd of having a snaggl e-

t oot hed snout and a bushy tail inside his herdsman's disguise. Taking his time, bopping to song
after song, he shanpoos his thick hair twice and then treats it with a penetrating conditioner. He
uses a small brush to scrub under his fingernails. He is a perfectly proportioned nan, |ean but
muscul ar. As always, he takes great pleasure in soaping hinself, enjoying the scul pted contours of
hi s body under his slippery hands; he feels like the nusic sounds, |ike the soap snells, like the
taste of sweetened whi pping cream

Life is. Vess lives.

Chyna cane out of Key West darkness and tropical thunder into a fluorescent glare that stung her
bleary eyes. At first she mistook the fear that drove her pounding heart for the fear of JimWltz,
her mother's friend; she thought that her face was pressed to the floor under the bed in his
seasi de cottage. But then she renmenbered the killer and the captive girl.

She was sitting forward in a chair, slunped over the round table in the dining area off the knotty-
pi ne kitchen. Her head was turned to her right, and she was | ooki ng through a wi ndow at the back
porch, the backyard

The killer had renpved a seat cushion fromone of the other chairs and had placed it under her
head, so her face wouldn't press uncom

fortably against the wood. She shuddered at his thoughtful ness.

As she tried to lift her head, pain shot up the back of her neck and throbbed in the right side of
her face. She al nbst bl acked out, and decided not to be in a rush about getting up

When she shifted in the chair, the clink of chains indicated that getting up m ght not be a choice
either now or later. Her hands were in her |ap, and when she tried to lift one, she lifted both,
for her wists were cuffed.

She tried to pull her feet apart-and discovered that her ankles were shackl ed. Judging by the
noisy rattling and clinking that her snall novenments generated, there were other encunbrances as
wel | .

Qut si de, sonething as black as soot bounded across the green | awn, scanpered up the steps, and
crossed the porch. It came to the wi ndow, junped up, put its paws on the wi ndow stool, and peered
in at her. A Doberman pinscher

Agai nst her breasts, Ariel holds an open book as if it is a shield, hands splayed across the
binding. She is in the enornobus arnthair, |egs drawn up beneath her, the only perfect doll of all
those in the room

M. Vess sits on a footstool before her. He cleans up well. Showered, shanpooed, shaved, and
conbed, he is presentable in any conpany, and any nother, seeing himon the arm

of her daughter, would think that he was a prize. He is wearing |oafers w thout socks, beige
cotton Dockers, a braided |eather belt, and a

pal e-green chanbray shirt.

In her schoolgirl uniform Ariel |ooks good too. Vess is pleased to

see that she has regularly grooned herself in his absence, as she was instructed. It is not easy
for her, taking only sponge baths and shanpooi ng her glorious hair in the sink

He constructed this roomfor others, who came before her, none of whomwas in residence |onger
than two nmonths. Until he'd net his Ariel, and | earned what an engagi ngly independent spirit she
was, he'd never inmmagined that he would insist on anyone staying this |long. Consequently, a shower
had seened unnecessary@

He had first seen the girl in a newspaper photograph. Though only a tenth-grader, she had been
sonet hing of a prodigy and had | ed her Sacranmento high school teamto victory in a statew de
California aca-

dem c decat hl on. She had | ooked so tender. The newspaper had trem

bled in his hands when he had seen her, and he had known at once that he nust drive to Sacranento
and nmeet her. He'd shot the father. The nother had owned an enornous collection of dolls and had
made dolls of her own as a hobby. Vess had beaten her to death with a ventriloquist dummy that had
a large, carved_maple head as effective as a

basebal | bat. "You're nmore beautiful than ever," he tells Ariel, and his voice is nuffled by the
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soundproofing, as if he were speaking frominside a

coffin, buried alive.

She does not reply or even acknow edge his presence. She is in her silent node, as she has been
wi thout interruption for nore than six nonths. "I missed you."

These days, she never |ooks at himbut stares at a point above his head and off to one side. If he

were to stand up fromthe footstool and nove into her |ine of sight, she would still be |ooking
over his head and to one side, though he would never quite be able to see her eyes shift in
avoi dance. "I brought a few things to show you."

From a shoe box on the floor beside the footstool, he extracts two Pol aroid photographs. She will
not accept themor turn her eyes to

them but Vess knows that she will exanine these nementos after he | eaves.

She is not as lost to this world as she pretends to be. They are en-

gaged in a conplicated gane with high stakes, and she is a good player. "This first is a picture
of a |lady naned Sarah Tenpl eton, the way she | ooked before | had her. She was in her forties but
very attractive. A lovely woman."

The arnthair is so deep that the seat cushion provides a ledge in front of Ariel on which Vess can
pl ace the photograph. "Lovely," he repeats.

Ariel doesn't blink. She is capable of staring fixedly without blinking for surprisingly |ong
periods. Now and then M. Vess worries that she will damage her striking blue eyes; corneas
require frequent lubrication. O course, if she goes too |ong without blinking and her eyes becone
dangerously dry, the irritation will cause tears to spring up involuntarily. "This is a second
phot ogr aph of Sarah, after | was finished with her," M. Vess says, and he also places this
picture on the chair. "As you can see if you choose to | ook, the word |l ovely doesn't apply any
nmore. Beauty never |asts. Things change."

From t he shoe box he takes two nore photographs. "This is Sarah's daughter, Laura. Before. And
after. You can see she was beautiful. Like a butterfly. But there's a wormin every butterfly, you
know. "

He pl aces these snapshots on the chair and reaches into the box again. "This was Laura's father

Oh, and here's her brother ... and the brother's wife. They were incidental."

Finally he brings out the three Pol aroids of the young Asian gentleman and the SlimJimw th the
bite m ssing.

"His nane is Fuji. Like the nmountain injapan.”

Vess puts two of the three photos on the chair. "I'Il keep one for nyself. To eat. And then ||

be Fuji, with the power of the East and the power of the nountain, and when the tine cones for ne
to do you, you'll feel both the boy and the mountain in nme, and so nany other people, all their
power. It'll be very exciting for you, Ariel, so exciting that when it's over, you won't even care
that you' re dead.™

This is a long speech for M. Vess. He is for the nost part not a garrulous man. The girl's
beauty, however, noves himnow and then to speeches.

He holds up the SlimJim "The missing bite was taken by Fuji just before | killed him His saliva
will have dried on the neat. You can taste a little of his quiet power, his inscrutable nature."

He puts the wapped sausage on the chair. "I'Il be back after midnight," M. Vess promses. "W'|
go out to
the notor honme, so you can see Laura, the real Laura, not just the picture of her. | brought her

back so you could see what becones of all pretty things. And there's a young nman too, a hitchhiker
that | picked up along the way. | showed hima photograph of you, and | just didn't |ike the way

he | ooked at it. He wasn't respectful. He leered. | didn't like sonething he said about you, so |
sewed his nmouth shut, and | sewed his eyes shut because of the way he | ooked at your picture.
You'll be excited to see what | did to him You can touch him... and Laura."

Vess wat ches her 'closely for any tic, shudder, flinch, or subtle change in the eyes that w |

i ndi cate that she hears him He knows that she hears, but she is clever at nmintaining a solem
face and a pretense of catatonic detachnent.

If he can force one faint flinch fromher, one tic, then he will soon

shatter her conpletely and have her howing |like a goggl e-eyed patient in the deepest wards of
Bedl am That collapse into ranting insanity is always fascinating to watch

But she is tough, this girl, with surprising inner resources. Good. The challenge thrills him
"And fromthe notor hone we'll go out to the neadow with the dogs, Ariel, and you can watch while
| bury Laura and the hitchhiker. Maybe the sky will clear by that tinme, and nmaybe there'll be
stars or even noonlight."
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Ariel huddles on the chair with her book, eyes distant, lips slightly parted, a deeply still girl.
"Hey, you know, | bought another doll for you. An interesting little shop in Napa, California, a
pl ace that sells the work of local craftsnen. It's a clever rag doll. You'll like it. I'Il give it

to you later."

M. Vess gets up fromthe footstool and takes a casual inventory of the contents of the
refrigerator and the cabinet that serves as the girl's pantry. She has enough supplies to carry
her three nore days, and he will restock her shelves tonorrow. "You're not eating quite as nuch as
you shoul d,"” he admoni shes. "That's ungrateful of you. |'ve given you a refrigerator, a mcrowave,
hot and cold running water. You' ve got everything you need to take care of yourself. You should
eat."

The dolls are no | ess responsive than the girl. "You've lost two or three pounds. It hasn't

af fected your |ooks yet, but you can't |ose any nore."

She gazes into thin air, as if waiting for her voice-box string to be pulled before she recites
recorded nmessages. "Don't think you can starve yourself until you're haggard and un-

attractive. You can't escape ne that way, Ariel. 1'll strap you down and force-feed you if | have
to. I'll nake you swallow a rubber tube and punp baby food into your stomach. In fact, 1'd enjoy
it. Do you |like pureed peas? Carrots? Applesauce? | guess it doesn't matter, since you won't taste
them unl ess you regurgitate."

He gazes at her silken hair, which is red blond in the filtered light. This sight translates
through all five of Vess's extraordinary senses, and he is bathed in the sensory spl endor of her
hair, in all the sounds and snells and textures that the look of it conveys to him One stinulus
has so many associations for himthat he could | ose hinself for hours in the contenplation of a
single hair or one drop of rain, if he chose, because that itemwould become an entire world of
sensation to him

He noves to the arnthair and stands over the girl. She doesn't acknow edge him and al though he
has entered her line of sight, her gaze has sonehow shifted above and to one side of himwthout
his being aware of the nmonment when it happened.

She is magically evasive. "Maybe |I could get a word or two out of you if 1 set you on fire. "/'hat
do you think? Hmm? A little lighter fluid on that gol den hair-and whoosh!"

She does not blink. "Or I'lIl give you to the dogs, see if that unties your tongue." No flinch, no
tic, no shudder. What a girl. M. Vess stoops, lowering his face toward Ariel's, until they are
nose-t o- nose.

Her eyes are now directly aligned with his-yet she is still not |ooking at him She seens to peer
through him as if he is not a man of flesh and bl ood but a haunting spirit that she can't quite
detect. This isn't nerely the old trick of letting her eyes swimout of focus; it's a ruse
infinitely nore clever than that, which he can't understand at all

Nose-to0-nose with her, Vess whispers, "W'l|l go to the nmeadow after midnight. I'Il bury Laura and
the hitchhiker. Maybe I'Il put you into the ground with them and cover you up, three in one grave.
Them dead and you alive. Wuld you speak then, Ariel? Wuld you say pl ease? "

No answer. He waits. Her breathing is |ow and even. He is so close to her that her ex-

hal ati ons are warm and steady against his lips, |like prom ses of kisses

to cone.

She must feel his breath too. She may be frightened of himand even repul sed by him but she also
finds himalluring. He has no doubt about this. Everyone is fascinated by bad boys.

He says, "Maybe there'll be stars." Such a blueness in her eyes, such sparkling depths. "O even
nmoonl i ght, " he whi spers.

The steel cuffs on Chyna's ankles were |linked by a sturdy chain. A sec-

ond and far |onger chain, connected by a carabiner to the first, wound around the thick |egs of
the chair and around the stretcher bars between the | egs, returned between her feet, encircled the
big barrel that supported the round table, and connected again to the carabiner. The chains didn't
contai n enough play to allow her to stand. Even if she'd been able to stand, she would have had to
carry the chair on her back, and the restricting shape and the weight of it would have forced her
to bend forward |like a hunchbacked troll. And once standing, she could not have noved fromthe
tabl e to which she was tethered.

Her hands were cuffed in front of her. A chain was hooked into the shackle that encircled her
right wist. Fromthere it |led around her, wound between the back rails of the chair behind the
tie-on pad, then to the shackle on her left wist. This chain contained enough slack to all ow her
to rest her arns on the table if she w shed.

She sat with her hands fol ded, |eaning forward, staring at the red and swollen index finger on her
right hand, waiting.
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Her finger throbbed, and she had a headache, but her neck pain had subsi ded. She knew that it
woul d return worse than ever in another twenty-four hours, |ike the del ayed agony of severe
whi pl ash. O course, if she was still alive in another twenty-four hours, neck pain would be the

| east of her worries.

The Dobernman was no | onger at the wi ndow. She had seen two at once on the | awn, padding back and
forth, sniffing the grass and the air, pausing occasionally to prick their ears and listen
intently, then padding away agai n, obviously on guard duty.

During the previous night, Chyna had used rage to overconme her terror before it had incapacitated
her, but now she discovered that hum liation was even nore effective at quelling fear. Having been
unabl e to protect herself, having wound up in bondage-that was not the source of her huniliation
what nortified worse was her failure to fulfill her promise to the girl in the cellar.

| amyour guardian. |'lIl keep you safe. She kept returning, in nmenory, to the uphol stered

vesti bul e and the view port on the inner door. The girl anong the dolls had given no indication
that she had heard the pronmise. But Chyna was sick with the certainty that she had raised fal se
hopes, that the girl would feel betrayed and nore abandoned than ever, and that she would w t hdraw
even further into her private El sewhere

I amyour guardian. In retrospect, Chyna found her arrogance not nerely astonishing but perverse,
delusional. In twenty-six years of living, she'd never saved anyone, in any sense whatsoever. She
was no heroine, no nysterynovel -series character with just a colorful dash of angst and a soupqon
of endearing character flaws and, otherw se, the conpetence of Sherlock Hol mes and James Bond
conbi ned. Keeping herself alive, nmentally stable, and enotionally intact had been enough of a
struggle for her. She was still a lost girl herself, funbling blindly through the years for sone

i nsight or resolution that probably wasn't even out there to be found, yet she'd stood at that
view port and proni sed deliverance.

| am your guardi an. She opened her folded hands. She flattened her hands on the table and slid
them across the wood as if snpothing away winkles in a

tabl ecl ot h, and as she nobved, her chains rattl ed.

She wasn't a fighter, after all, no one's paladin; she worked as a

wai tress. She was good at it, piling up tips, because sixteen years in her nother's bent world had
taught her that one way to ensure survival was to be ingratiating. Wth her custoners, she was

i ndefatigably charm ng, relentlessly agreeable, and al ways eager to pl ease. The re-

| ati onshi p between a diner and a waitress was, to her way of thinking, the ideal relationship,
because it was brief, formal, generally con-

ducted with a high degree of politeness, and required no baring of the heart.

I amyour guardian. In her obsessive determ nation to protect herself at all costs, she was al ways
friendly with the other waitresses where she worked, but she never nade friends with any of them
Fri endshi ps i nvol ved corn-

mtment, risks. She had | earned not to make herself vulnerable to the hurt and betrayal that
ensued from comitnents.

Over the years, she'd had affairs with only two nen. She had |iked both and had | oved the second,
but the first relationship had |asted el even nonths and the second only thirteen. Lovers, if they
were worthwhile, required nore than sinple conmtnent; they needed revel ati on, sharing, the bond
of enotional intimcy. She found it difficult to reveal nuch about her chil dhood or her nother, in
part because her utter hel pl essness during those years enbarrassed her. Mrre to the point, she had
come to the hard realization that her nother had never really |oved her, perhaps had never been
capabl e of loving her or anyone. And how coul d she expect to be cherished by any man who knew t hat
she'd been unl oved even by her nother?

She was aware that this attitude was irrational, but awareness

didn't free her. She understood that she was not responsible for what her nother had done to her
but regardl ess of what so many therapists claimed in their books and on their radio tal k shows,
under standi ng alone didn't lead to healing. Even after a decade beyond her nother's control, Chyna
was at times convinced that all the dark events of all those troubled years could have been
avoided if only she, Chyna, had been a better girl, nore worthy.

| am your guardi an.

She fol ded her hands on the table again. She | eaned forward until her forehead was pressed to the
backs of her thumbs, and she cl osed her eyes.

The only close friend she'd ever had was Laura Tenpl eton. Their relationship was sonethi ng that
she had wanted badly but had never sought, desperately needed but did little to nurture; it was
purely a

testament to Laura's vivaci ousness, perseverance, and selflessness in the face of Chyna's caution
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and reserve, a result of Laura's dear heart and her singular capacity to |ove. And now Laura was
dead.
I amyour guardian. In Laura's room under the dead gaze of Freud, Chyna had knelt beside the bed

and whi spered to her shackled friend, 1'Il get you out of here. God, howit hurt to think of it.
I"I'l get you out of here. Her stonmach knotted excruciatingly with self-disgust. I'lIfind a weapon,
she had pronised. Laura, selfless to the end, had urged her to run, to get out. Don't diefor ne,
Laura had said. But Chyna had answered, |'Il he hack.

Now here cane grief again, swooping like a great dark bird into her heart, and she alnost let its
wi ngs enfold her, too eager for the strange sol ace of those battering pinions-until she realized
that she was using grief to knock humiliation fromits perch. Gieving, she would have no room for
sel f -1 oat hi ng.

| am your guardi an. Al though the clerk had never fired the revolver, she should have checked it.
She shoul d have known. Sonehow. Sone way. Though she coul d not possibly have known what Vess had
done with the bullets, she should have known.

Laura had always told her that she was too hard on herself, that she woul d never heal if she kept
inflicting new bruises on the old in endless self-flagellation

But Laura was dead. | amyour guardian. Chyna's huniliation festered into shane. And if
humi | iation was a good tool for repressing terror, shane was even better. Steeping in shame, she
knew no fear at all, even though she was in shackles in the house of a sadistic nurderer, with no

one in the world | ooking for her. Justice seened served by her being there. Then she heard

f oot st eps appr oachi ng.

She rai sed her head and opened her eyes.

The killer entered fromthe |laundry room evidently returning fromthe girl in the cellar.

Wt hout speaking to Chyna, w thout glancing at her, as if she didn't exist, he went to the
refrigerator, renoved a carton of eggs, and put it on the counter beside the sink. He deftly broke
eight eggs into a bow and threw the shells in the trash. He set the bow in the refrigerator and
proceeded to peel and chop a Bernuda onion

Chyna hadn't eaten in nore than twelve hours; nonethel ess, she was di smayed to di scover that she
was suddenly ravenous. The onion was the sweetest scent that she had ever known, and her nouth
began to water. After so much blood, after losing the only close friend she'd ever had, it seened
heartl ess to have an appetite

so soon.

The killer put the chopped onion into a Tupperware container, snapped the lid tight, and placed it
in the refrigerator beside the bow of eggs. Next he grated half a wedge of cheddar cheese into
anot her Tupperwar e cont ai ner.

He was brisk and efficient in the kitchen, and he seened to be en-

joying hinmself. He kept his work area neat. He al so washed his hands thoroughly between each task
and dried themon a hand towel, not on

the dish towel.

Finally the killer came to the dinette table. He sat across from Chyna, relaxed and sel f-confident
and col | ege-boy casual in his Dockers, braided belt, and soft chanbray shirt.

Shanme, which had seened on the verge of consuming her, instead had burned itself out for the tine
bei ng. A strange conbi nati on of snol dering anger and bitter despondency had replaced it. "Now, " he
said, "lI"msure you're hungry, and as soon as we have a little chat, |I'll make cheese onelets with
stacks of toast. But to earn your breakfast, you have to tell ne who you are, where you were
hiding at that service station, and why you're here."

She glared at him Wth a snile, he said, "Don't think you can hold out on ne." She would be
dammed rather than tell himanything. "Here's howit is," he said. "I'lIl kill you anyway. |'m not
sure how yet. Probably in front of Ariel. She's seen bodies before, but she's never been there at
the nmonent itself, to hear that |ast scream in the sudden wetness of it all."

Chyna tried to keep her eyes on him show no weakness.

He said, "However | choose to do you, I'lIl make it a lot harder for you if you don't talk to ne
willingly. There are things | enjoy that can be done before or after you' re dead. Cooperate, and
"Il do themafter."

Chyna tried unsuccessfully to see sonme sign of nmadness in his eyes. Such a nerry shade of bl ue.
"Well?" "You' re a sick sonofabitch.™

Smiling again, he said, "The last thing | expected you to be was tedious." "I know why you sewed
shut his eyes and nouth," she said. "Ah, so you found himin the closet." "You raped himbefore
you killed himor while you killed him You sewed his eyes shut because he'd seen, sewed his nouth
shut because you're ashanmed of what you did and you're afraid that, even dead, he mght tel
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someone. "

Unfazed, he said, "Actually, | didn't have sex with him" "Liar." "But if | had, | wouldn't have
been enmbarrassed. You think I'mthat unsophisticated? W're all bisexual, don't you think? I have
the urge for a man, sonetines, and with sone of themI|'ve indulged it. It's all sensation. just
sensation." "Maggot." "I know what you're trying to do," he said am ably, clearly anused by her
"but it just won't work. You're hoping one insult or another will set ne off. As if |I'msone hair-
trigger psychopath who'll just explode if you call nme the right nane, push the right button, maybe
insult ny nother or say nasty things about the Lord. Then you hope I'Il kill you fast, in a wld
rage, and get it over with."

Chyna realized that he was right, although she had not been consciously aware of her own
intentions. Failure, shane, and the hel pl essness of being shackled had reduced her to a despair
that she had preferred not to consider. Now she was sickened | ess by himthan by herself,
wondering if she was a quitter and a loser, after all, just like her nother. "But |'mnot a
psychopat h," he said. "Then what are you?" "Oh ... call me a honicidal adventurer. O perhaps the
only clearthinking person you've ever net."

" 'Maggot' works better for ne."

He | eaned forward in his chair. "Here's the thing--either you tell nme all about yourself,
everything | want to know, or |I'll work on your face with a knife while you sit there. For every
question you refuse to answer, |I'Il take off a piece-the | obe of an ear, the tip of your pretty
nose. Carve you like scrinmshaw "

He said this not threateningly but matter-of-factly, and she knew that he had the stomach for it.
"1"I'l take all day," he said, "and you' |l be insane |long before you' re dead.” "All right." "Al

ri ght what-conversation or scrinmshaw? "Conversation."” "Good girl."

She was prepared to die if it cane to that, but she saw no point in suffering needlessly. "Wat's
your name?" he asked. "Shepherd. Chyna Shepherd. C h-y-n-a." "Ah, not a cryptic chant, after all."
"What ?" "Odd nane." "lIs it?" "Don't spar with me, Chyna. Go on." "All right. But first, may | have
sonmething to drink? |I'm dehydrated."

At the sink, he drew a glass of water. He put three ice cubes init. He started to bring it to
her, then halted and said, "I could add a slice of |enon."

She knew he wasn't joking. Hone fromthe hunt, he was working now to recast hinself fromthe role
of savage stalker into that of ac-

countant or clerk or real estate agent or car nechanic or whatever it was that he did when he was
passing for normal. Some sociopaths could put on a fal se persona that was nore convincing than the
best performances of the finest actors who had ever lived, and this man was probably one of those,
al t hough after inmersion in wanton slaughter, he needed this period of adjustnent to renind

hi nsel f of the manners and courtesies of civilized society. "No, thanks," she said to the offer of
lemon. "It's no trouble,” he graciously assured her

-just tne water." When he put the glass down, he slipped a cork-lined ceram c coaster under it.
Then he sat across the table from her again.

Chyna was repelled by the prospect of drinking froma glass that he had handl ed, but she really
was dehydrated. Her mouth was dry, and her throat was vaguely sore.

Because of the cuffs, she picked up the glass in both hands. She knew that he was watching her for
signs of fear. The water didn't slop around in the tunbler. The rimof the glass didn't chatter
agai nst her teeth.

She truly wasn't afraid of himany nore, at |east not for the nonent, although naybe |ater
Certainly later. Now her interior |andscape was a desert under sullen skies: nunbing desol ation
with the angry flicker of lightning toward a far horizon.

She drank half of the water before she put the glass down. "Wen | entered the rooma nonent ago,"
the killer said, "you were sitting with your hands fol ded, your head bowed agai nst your hands.
Were you prayi ng?"

She thought about it. "No." "There's no point inlying to me." "I"'mnot lying. | wasn't praying
just then." "But you do pray?" "Sonetines." "Cod fears nme." She waited. He said, "Godfears ne-
those are words that can be made fromthe letters of ny nane.”

441 see. " "Dragon seed." "Fromthe letters of your name,"” she said. "Yes. And ... forge of rage.”
"It's an interesting gane." "Nanes are interesting. Yours is passive. A place name for a first
name. And Shepherd-bucolic, fuzzily Christian. Wien | think of your name, | see an Asi an peasant
on a hillside with sheep ... or a

sl ant-eyed Christ naking converts anong the heathens." He smiled, anmused by his banter. "But
clearly, your nane doesn't define you well. You're not a passive person." "l have been," she said,

"nost of ny life."
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"Real ly? Well, you weren't passive last night." "Not |ast night," she agreed. "But until then."
"My name, on the other hand, is a power nane. Edgler Foreman

Vess. " He spelled it for her. "Not Edgar. Edge-ler. Like 'on the edge.’ And Vess ... if you draw
it out, it's like a serpent hissing." "Denon." "Yes, that's right. It's there in ny nane-denon.

" Anger . "

He seened pl eased by her willingness to play. "You' re good at this, especially considering that
you don't have pen and paper." "Vessel," she said. "That's in your nane too."

"An easy one. But al so senmen. Vessel and senen, fermale and nmale. Wuld you like to craft an insult
out of that, Chyna?"

I nstead of replying, she picked up the glass and drank half of the remaining water. The ice cubes
were col d agai nst her teeth. "Now that you've wet your whistle," Vess said, "I want to know al
about you. Renenber-scrinshaw. "

Chyna told himeverything, beginning with the noment that she had heard a screamwhile sitting at
t he guest-bedroom wi ndow i n the Tenpl eton house. She delivered her account in a nonotone, not by
cal cul ation but because suddenly she could speak no other way. She tried to vary her inflection
put life into her words-but fail ed.

The sound of her voice, droning through the events of the night, scared her as Edgler Vess no

| onger did. Her account cane to her as

if she were listening to sonmeone el se speak, and it was the voice of a

| ost and def eated person

She told herself that she was not defeated, that she still had hope, that she would get the best
of this rmurderous bastard one way or another. But her inner voice |acked all conviction

In spite of Chyna's spiritless recitation of events, Vess was a rapt |istener. He began in a

rel axed sl ouch, lounging back in his chair, but by the tine Chyna finished, he was | eaning forward
with his arms on

the tabl e, hunched toward her

He interrupted her several tinmes to ask questions. At the end, he sat for a while in contenplative
si |l ence.

She could not bear to | ook at him She folded her hands on the table, closed her eyes, and put her
f orehead agai nst the backs of her church-door thunbs, as she had been when Vess had cone out of
the laundry room

,,)he wasn-t praying ms tine either. She | acked the hope needed for prayer

After a few nminutes, she heard Vess's chair slide back fromthe table. He got up. She heard him
novi ng around, and then the fanmliar clatter of any cook being busy in any kitchen

She snelled butter heating in a pan, then browning onions. In the telling of her story, Chyna had
| ost her appetite, and it didn't return with the arona of the onions.

Finally Vess said, "Funny that | didn't snmell you right away at the Tenpletons'." "You can do
that ?" she asked, w thout raising her head fromher hands. "You can just snell people out, as if
you were a damm dog?" "Usually," he said, taking no offense, and with what seened to be utnost
seriousness. "And you nust have nade a sound nore than once through the night. You surely can't be
that stealthy. Even your breathing | should have heard."

Then came the sound of a wire whisk vigorously beating eggs in a bow .

She snell ed bread toasting. "In a still house, with everyone dead, your novenent should have nade
currents in the air, like a cool breath on the back of my neck, shivering the fine hairs on ny
hands. Your every novenment shoul d have been a different texture agai nst nmy eyes. And when | wal ked
through a space where you'd just been, | should have sensed the displacenent of air caused by your
passage. "

He was stone crazy. So cute in his chanbray shirt, with his beautiful blue eyes, his thick dark
hai r conbed strai ght back fromhis forehead, and the dinple in his |eft cheek-but pustulant and
cankerriddled inside. "My senses, you see, are unusually acute.”

He ran the water in the sink. Wthout |ooking, she knew that he was rinsing the whisk. He woul dn't
put it aside dirty.

He said, "My senses are so sharp because |'ve given nyself to sen-

sation. Sensation is ny religion, you night say.”

A sizzling arose, nmuch | ouder than the cooki ng sound of onions, and a new aroma. "But you were
invisible to ne,"” he said. "Like a spirit. Wat nmakes you special ?"

Bitter, she nmurnured against the tabletop, "If | was special, would | be here in chains?"
Al t hough Chyna hadn't actually spoken to himand woul dn't have thought that he coul d hear her
above the crisp sputtering of eggs and onions, Vess said, "I suppose you're right."

Later, when he put the plates on the table, she raised her head and noved her hands. "Rather than
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make you eat with your hands, |I'mgoing to give you a fork," he said, "because | assune you see
the pointlessness of throwing it and trying to stick ne in the eye."
She nodded. "Good girl." On her plate was a plunp four-egg onel et oozing cheddar cheese and

stippled with saut6ed onions. On top were three slices of a firmtomto and a sprinkling of
chopped parsley. Two pieces of buttered toast, each neatly sliced on the diagonal, were arranged
to bracket the onelet.

He refilled her water glass and added two nore cubes of ice. Fam shed only a short while ago,
Chyna now could hardly tolerate the sight of food. She knew that she must eat, so she picked at
the eggs and ni bbl ed the toast. But she would never be able to finish all that he had given her
Vess ate with gusto but not noisily or sloppily. H's table nmanners were beyond reproach, and he
used his napkin frequently to blot his Iips.

Chyna was deep in her private grayness, and the nore Vess appeared to enjoy his breakfast, the
nmore her own onel et began to taste

i ke ashes. "You'd be quite attractive if you weren't so runpled and sweaty, your face snudged
with dirt, your hair straggly fromthe rain. Very attractive, | think. A real charner under that
grime. Maybe later |I'Il bathe YOU

Cbyna Sbepberd, untoucbed and alive. Uncannily, after a further silence, Edgler Vess said,

"Unt ouched and alive."

She knew that she had not spoken the prayer aloud. "Untouched and alive," he repeated. "Is that
what you said ... on

the stairs earlier, on your way down to Ariel?"

She stared at him speechless. "Is it?" Finally: "Yes." "I've been wondering about it. You said

your nanme and then those three words, though none of it nade sense when | didn't know that Chyna
Shepherd was your nane."

She | ooked away fromhim at the wi ndow. A Doberman roaned the backyard. "Was it a prayer?" he
asked.

In her desol ation, Chyna hadn't thought that he could scare her any nore, but she had been w ong.
His intuitiveness was frightening@and not entirely for reasons that she coul d understand.

She | ooked away from the Dobernman and net Vess's eyes. For one

brief nmonment, she saw the dog within, a dark and nercil ess aspect. "Was it a prayer?" he asked
again. "Yes." "In your heart, Chyna, deep in your heart, do you truly believe that God really
exists? Be truthful now, not just with ne but with yourself."

At one tine-not |ong ago-she had been just barely sure enough of what she believed to answer Yes.
Now she was silent. "Even if Cod exists," Vess said, "does he know thatyou do?"

She took another bite of the onelet. It seened greasier than before. The eggs and butter and
cheese, too rich, cloyed in her nouth, and she could hardly swall ow.

She put down her fork. She was finished. She'd eaten no nore than a third of her neal

Vess finished the food on his plate, washing it down with coffee that he didn't offer her-no doubt
because he thought that she would try to throw the hot brewin his eyes. "You | ook so glum" Vess
sai d.

She didn't reply. "You're feeling like such a failure, aren't you? You' ve failed poor Ariel

yoursel f, and God too, if He exists." "What do you want with ne?" she asked. She neant, "y put ne
through this, why not kill nme and get it over with? "I haven't figured that out yet," Vess said.
"Whatever | do with you, it's got-to be special. | feel you're special, whether you think you are
or not, and whatever we do together should be ... intense."

She cl osed her eyes and wondered if she could find Narnia again after all these years.

He said, "I can't answer your question as to what | want with youbut | have no doubts about what |
want with Ariel. Wuld you like to hear what | intend to do with her?"

Most likely, she was too old to believe in anything, even just a
magi ¢ war dr obe.
Vess's voice canme out of her internal grayness, as if he lived there as well as in the real world:

"l asked you a question, Chyna. Remenber our bargain? You can either answer it-or |I'll slice off a
pi ece of your face. Wwuld you like to hear what | intend to do with Ariel? " "I'"'msure | know. "
"Yes, some of it. Sex, that's obvious. She's a luscious piece. 1 haven't touched her yet, but I
will. And | believe she's a virgin. At least, in the days when she still tal ked, she said she was,

and she didn't seemlike the kind of girl who would lie."

O there was the WIld Wod beyond the River, Ratty and Mdl e and M. Badger, green boughs hangi ng
full in the sumrer sun and Pan piping in the cool shadows under the trees.

"And | want to hear her crying, lost and crying. | want to smell the purity of her tears. | want
to feel the exquisite texture of her screans, know the clean snell of them and the taste of her
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terror. There's always that. Al ways that."

Neither the languid river nor the Wld Wod nmaterialized, though Chyna strained to see them

Ratty, Mdle, M. Badger, and M. Toad were gone forever into the hateful death that clains al
things. And the sadness of this, inits way, was as great as the sadness of what had happened to
Laura and what woul d soon happen to Chyna hersel f.

Vess said, "Once in a while, | bring one of themback to the roomin the cellar-and always for the
same purpose.”

She didn't want to hear this. The handcuffs made it difficult to cover her ears. And if she had
tried, he would have shackled her wists to her ankles. He would insist that she Iisten. "The nost
i ntense experiences of ny life have all taken place in that room Chyna. Not the sex. Not the
beating or the cutting. That all cones later, and it's a | agni appe. First, | break them down, and
that is when it gets intense.”

Her chest was tight. She could breathe only shallowly. He said, "The first day or two, they al
think they'll go out of their minds with fear, but they're wong. It takes |longer than a day or
two to drive sonmeone insane, truly and irrevocably insane. Ariel is ny sev-

enth captive, and the others all held on to their sanity for weeks. One of them cracked on the

ei ghteenth day, but three of themlasted a full two nonths."

Chyna gave up on the elusive WId Wod and net his gaze across the table.

-L @k_11kJ1tJglCal W LU -Cis so iiiucn nore interesting anc[ clintult to undertake than the
physical variety, although the latter can be undeniably thrilling," Vess said. "The mnd is so
much tougher than the body, a greater challenge by far. And when the m nd goes, | swear that | can
hear the crack, a harder sound than bone splitting-and oh, how it reverberates."

She tried to see the aninmal consciousness in his eyes, which she had glinpsed unexpectedly before.
She needed to see it. "Wien they crack, sonme of themwithe on the floor, thrash, rend their
clothes. They tear at their hair, Chyna, and claw their faces, and sone of thembite thensel ves
hard enough to draw bl ood. They mai mthensel ves in so many inventive ways. They sob and sob, can't
stop for hours, sonetines for days, sobbing in their sleep. They bark |ike dogs, Chyna, and
screech and flail their arns as if they're convinced that they can fly. They halluci nate and see
things nmore frightening than | amto them Sone speak in tongues. It's called glossolalia. Do you
know t he condition? Quite fascinating. Convincingly Iike a | anguage yet meani ngless, a ranting or
pl eadi ng babbl e. Sone | ose control of their bodily functions and wallow in their filth. Messy but
riveting to watch-the true base condition of humanity, to which nost people can only admit in
madness. "

As hard as she tried, Chyna could see no beast in his eyes, only a

pl aci d bl ueness and the watchful darkness of the pupil, and she was no | onger sure that she had
ever seen it. He wasn't half nan and half wolf, not a creature that fell to all fours in the Iight
of the full nmoon. Wrse, he was nothing but a man-living at one extrene end of the spectrum of
human cruelty, but nonetheless only a nan

"Sone take refuge in catatonic silences," Vess continued, "as Ariel has done. But | always break
themout of that. Ariel is by far the nost stubborn, but that only nakes her interesting. |'lI
break her too, and when her crack comes, Chyna, it'll be like no other. G@orious. Intense." "The
nmost i ntense experience of all is showing nmercy," Chyna said, and had no i dea whatsoever where she
had found those words. They sounded like a plea, and she didn't want himto think that she was
begging for her life. Even in her despair, she would not be reduced to groveling.

A sudden snile nmade Vess | ook al nost |ike a boy, one given to puns and pranks, collector of
basebal | cards, rider of bikes, builder of nodel airplanes, and altar boy on Sundays. She thought
that he was smiling

at what she'd said, anmused by her naivet6, but this was not the case, as

he made clear with his next words. "Maybe ... what | want fromyou," Vess said, "is to be with ne
when | finally nmake Ariel snap. Instead of killing you in front of her to drive her over the edge,
I'"lI'l drive her sone other way. And you can watch."

Ch, God. "You're a psychol ogy student, after all, alnost a genuine naster of psychol ogy. Right?
Sitting there in such stern judgnent of me, so cer-

tain that my nmind is 'aberrant' and that you know exactly how | think. Well, then, how interesting

it would be to see if any of the nodemtheories of the working of the mind are undone by this
little experinent. Don't you think so? After | break Ariel, you could wite a paper about it,
Chyna, for my eyes only. |I'd enjoy readi ng your considered observations."

Dear God, it would never cone to that. She'd never be a witness to such a thing. Though in
shackl es, she would find a way to comit suicide before she would let himtake her down to that
roomto watch that lovely girl ... to watch her dissolve. Chyna would bite open her own wists,
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swal | ow her tongue, contrive to fall down the steps and break her neck, sonething. Sonething.
Evidently aware that he had jolted her out of gray despair into stark horror, Vess sniled again-
and then turned his attention to her breakfast plate. "Do you intend to eat the rest of that?"
"No." "Then I'Il have it."

He slid his enpty plate aside and pulled hers in front of him Using her fork, he cut a bite-size
pi ece of the cold onelet, put it in his, nouth, and nopaned softly in delight. Slowy, sensuously,
Vess ex-

tracted the tines fromhis nouth, pressing his lips firmy around themas they slid | oose, then
reaching with his tongue for one last lick

After he swallowed the bite of eggs, he said, "I could taste you on the fork. Your saliva has a

| ovely flavor-except for a faint bitterness. No doubt that's not a usual conponent, just the
result of a sour stonach."

She could find no escape by closing her eyes, so she watched as he devoured the renains of her

br eakf ast .

When he finished, she had a question of her owmn. "Last night ... why did you eat the spider?" "Wy
not?" "That's no answer."

"It's the best answer to any question." "Then give ne second-best." "You think it was disgusting?"
"I"mjust curious."” "No doubt, you see it as a negative experience-eating an icky, squirny
spider.” "No doubt." "But there are no negative experiences, Chyna. Only sensations. No val ues can
be attached to pure sensation.” "OF course they can." "If you think so, then you're in the wong
century. Anyway, the spider had an interesting flavor, and now | understand spiders better for
havi ng absorbed one. Do you know about flatworm | eani ng?" "Fl atworn®?" "You shoul d have encountered
it in a basic biology course along the way to becom ng such a highly educated wonman. You see,
certain flatworns can gradually learn to negotiate a maze-"

She did remenber, and interrupted: "Then if you grind themup and feed themto another batch of
flatworms, batch nunber two can
run the same maze on the first try.
with the flesh."

She didn't need to consider how to phrase her next question, for Vess could be neither insulted
nor flattered. "Jesus, you don't actually believe you now know what it's like to be a spider, have
all the know edge of a spider, because you' ve eaten one?" "OF course not, Chyna. If | were that
literal-mnded, 1'd be crazy. Whuldn't 1? In an institution somewhere, talking to a crowd of

i magi nary friends. But because of ny sharp senses, | did absorb fromthe spider an ineffable
quality of spiderness that you'll never be able to understand. | hei ghtened ny awareness of the
spi der as a marvelously engineered little hunter, a creature of power. Spider is a power word, you
know, though it can't be formed fromthe letters of ny nane." He hesitated, pondering, and then
continued: "It can be forned fromthe letters of your nane."

She didn't bother to rem nd himabout her nother's precious spelling. Only spyder could be found
in Chyna Shepherd. "And it was risky, eating a spider, which added considerably to the appeal,"
Vess continued. "Unless you're an entonol ogi st, you can't be sure if any particular specinen is

"Good. Yes." Vess nodded happily. "They absorb the know edge

poi sonous or not. Sone, |ike the

brown recluse, are extrenely dangerous. A bite on the hand is one

thing ... but I had to be sure that | was quick and crushed it against the roof of my nouth before
it could bite nmy tongue." "You like taking risks."

He shrugged. "I'mjust that kind of guy." "On edge." "Words in ny nane," he acknow edged. "And if
you'd been bitten on the tongue?" "Pain is the same as pleasure, just different. Learn to enjoy
it, and YOU 're happier with life." "Even pain is value neutral ?" "Sure. Just sensation. It helps
grow the reef of the soul-if there is a soul."

She didn't know what the hell he was tal king about-the reef of the soul-and she didn't ask. She
was weary of him Weary of fearing him even weary of hating him Wth her questions, she was
striving to understand, as she had striven all her life, and she was tired to death of this search
for meani ng. She woul d never know why sonme people committed countless little cruelties-or bigger
ones-and the struggle to understand had only exhausted her and | eft her enpty, cold, and gray

i nsi de.

Pointing to her red and swollen index finger, Vess said, "That nust

hurt. And your neck." "The headache's the worst of it. And none of it's anything |ike pleasure.”
"Well, | can't easily show you the way to enlightennent and prove you're wong. It takes tine. But
there's a smaller |lesson, quick to learn. . . . "

He got up fromhis chair and went to a spice rack at the end of the kitchen cabinets. Anong the
smal |l bottles and tins of thyne, cloves, dill, nutineg, chili pepper, ginger, marjoram and
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ci nnanon was a bot -

tle of aspirin. "I don't take this for headaches, because | like to savor the pain. But | keep
aspirin on hand because, once in a while, | like to chew on

themfor the taste." "They're vile." "Just bitter. Bitterness can be as pl easi ng as sweet ness when
you |l earn that every experience, every sensation, is worthwhile."

He returned to the table with the bottle of aspirin. He put it in front of her-and took away her

gl ass of water.

"No, thanks," she said. "Bitterness has its place." She ignored the bottle. "Suit yourself," Vess
said, clearing the plates off the table. Al though Chyna needed relief fromher various pains, she
re-

fused to touch the aspirin. Perhaps irrationally@ut nonethel ess strongly@he felt that by chew ng
a few of the tablets, even strictly for the medicinal effect, she would be stepping into the
strange roons of Edgler Vess's nmadness. This was a threshold that she didn't care to cross for any
pur pose, even with one foot solidly anchored in the real world.

He hand-washed the breakfast plates, bows, pans, and utensils. He was efficient and fastidious,
using steaning hot water and |ots of |enon-scented di shwashing |iquid.

Chyna had one nore question that could not go unasked, and at |ast she said, "Wy the Tenpl et ons?
Why choose them of all people? It wasn't random was it, not just the place you happened to stop
inthe night? " "Not just random" he agreed, scrubbing the onelet pan with a

pl astic scouring pad. "A few weeks back, Paul Tenpleton was up this way on busi ness, and when-"
"You knew hin®?" "Not really. He was in town, the county seat, on business like | said, and as he
was taking something fromhis wallet to show ne, a set of those little hinged plastic w ndows fel
out, you know, with little wallet-size photographs, and | picked themup for him One of the
pictures was his w fe. Another was Laura. She | ooked so ... fresh, un-

spoiled. | said something like 'That's a pretty girl,' and Paul was off and runni ng about her
every inch the proud papa. Told nme she was soon going to have her master's degree in psychol ogy,

t hr ee- poi ntei ght grade average and everything. He told me how he really m ssed her away at school
even after six years of getting used to it, and how he couldn't wait for the end of the nonth,
because Laura was coming home for a three-day weekend. He didn't nention she was bringing along a
friend."

An acci dent. Photos dropped. A casual exchange, nere idle conversation.

The arbitrariness of it was breathtaking and al nost nore than Chyna coul d bear

Then, as she wat ched Vess thoroughly w ping off the counters and rinsing the dishpan and scrubbi ng
t he sink, Chyna began to feel that

what had happened to the Tenpleton fanmily was worse than nerely arbitrary. Al this violent death
began to seem fated, an inexorable spiral into | asting darkness, as if they had been born and had
lived only for Edgler Vess.

It was as if she too had been born and had struggled this far only for the purpose of bringing one
moment of sick satisfaction to this soulless predator.

The worst horror of his ranpages was not the pain and fear that he inflicted, not the blood, not
the nutil ated cadavers. The pain and the fear were conparatively brief, considering all the
routi ne pain and anxiety of life. The bl ood and bodies were nerely aftermath. The worst horror was
that he stole neaning fromthe unfinished |ives of those people he killed, nmade hinse4(the primry
pur pose of their ex-

i stence, robbed themnot of tine but of fulfillnent.

H s base sins were envy--of beauty, of happi ness-and pride, bending the whole world to his view of
creation, and these were the greatest sins of all, the same transgressions over which the devi

hi nsel f,

once an archangel, had stunbled and fallen a | ong way out of Heaven

Hand-drying the plates, pans, and flatware in the drainage rack, re-

turning each piece to the proper shelf or drawer, Edgler Vess |ooked as pink-clean as a freshly
bat hed baby and as innocent as the stillborn. He snelled of soap, a good bracing aftershave, and

| emon- scent ed di shwashing liquid. But in spite of all this, Chyna found herself su-

perstitiously expecting to detect a whiff of brimstone.

Every life led to a series of quiet epiphanies-or at |east to oppor-. tunities for epiphani es-and
Chyna was washed by a poi gnant new

gri ef when she thought about this grimaspect of the Tenpleton fanmly's interrupted journeys. The
ki ndnesses they ni ght have done for others. The |ove they m ght have given. The things they night
have cone to understand in their hearts.

Vess finished the breakfast clean-up and returned to the table. "
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have a few things to do upstairs, outside-and then I'll have to sleep four or five hours if | can.
I'"ve got to go to work this evening. | need ny rest.”

She wondered what work he did, but she didn't ask. He mi ght be tal king about a job-or about his
dogged assault on Ariel's sanity. If the latter, Chyna didn't want to know what was coni ng

"When you shift around in the chair, do it easy. Those chains will scrape the wood if you're not
careful.” "1'd hate to mar the furniture,” she said.

He stared at her for perhaps half a mnute and then said, "If you're stupid enough to think you
can get free, |I'lIl hear the chains rattling, and I'll have to cone back in here to quiet you. If
that's necessary, you won't like what |'Il do."

She sai d not hing. She was hopel essly hobbl ed and chai ned down. She couldn't possibly escape. "Even
i f you sonmehow get free of the table and chairs, you can't nove fast. And attack dogs patrol the
grounds." "l1've seen them" she assured him "If you weren't chained, they'd still drag you down
and kill you before you' d gone ten steps fromthe door."

She believed hi mbut she didn't understand why he felt the need to press the point so hard. "

once turned a young nman |oose in the yard," Vess said. "He raced straight to the nearest tree and
got up and out of harmis way with only one bad bite in his right calf and a nip on the left ankle.
He braced himself in the branches and thought he would be safe for a little while, with the dogs
circling bel ow and watching him but | got a

twenty-two rifle and went out on the back porch and shot himin the leg fromthere. He fell out of
the tree, and then it was all over in nmaybe a minute."

Chyna said nothing. There were nmonents when communicating with this hateful thing seened no nore
possi bl e than di scussing the nerits of Mdzart with a shark. This was one of those nonents. "You
were invisible to me last night," he said.

She waited. Hi s gaze travel ed over her, and he seenmed to be |ooking for a loose link in one of the
chains or a handcuff |eft open and unnoticed until now "Like a spirit.”

She was not sure that it was ever possible to discern what this thing was thinking-but right now,
by God, it seened to be vaguely uneasy about |eaving her alone. She couldn't for the Iife of her

i magi ne wbhy. "Stay?" he said.

She nodded. "Good girl." He went to the door between the kitchen and the |iving room

Real i zi ng that they had one nore issue to discuss, she said, "Before

you go ..

He turned to look at her. "Could you take me to a bathroon?" she asked. "It's too much trouble to
undo the chains just now," he said. "Piss in your pants if you have to. I'mgoing to clean you up

| ater anyway. And | can buy new chair cushions."

He pushed through the door into the living roomand was gone. Chyna was determ ned not to endure
the humiliation of sitting in her owmn waste. She had a faint urge to pee, but it wasn't insistent
yet. Later she would be in trouble.

How odd-that she could still care about avoiding hunmiliation or

t hi nk about the future.

Hal fway across the living room M. Vess stops to listen to the wonan in the kitchen. He hears no

clink of chains. He waits. And still no sound. The silence troubles him
He's not sure what to nake of her. He knows so nuch about her now yet she still contains
mysteries.

Shackled and in his conplete control, surely she cannot be his blown tire. She snells of despair
and defeat. In the beaten tone of her voice, he sees the gray of ashes and feels the texture of a
coffin blanket. She is as good as dead, and she is resigned to it. Yet

From the kitchen cones the clink of chains. Not |loud, not a vigorous assault on her bonds. Just a
quiet rattle as she shifts positionperhaps to clasp her thighs tightly together to repress the
urge to urinate.

M. Vess smiles. He goes upstairs to his room Fromthe top shelf at the back of his walk-in

cl oset, he takes down a tel ephone. In the bedroom he plugs it into a wall jack and nakes two
calls, letting people know that he has returned fromhis three-day vacation and will be back in
harness by this evening.

Al t hough he is confident that the Dobermans, in his absence, will never allow anyone to get into
t he house, Vess keeps only two phones and secretes themin closets when he is not at hone. In the
extrenely unlikely event that an intruder should nanage to sprint through the

attacki ng dogs and get into the house alive, he will not be able to call for help.
The danger of cellul ar phones has been on M. Vess's mind in recent days. It's difficult to
i mgi ne a woul d-be burglar carrying a
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portabl e phone or using it to call the police for help froma house in which he's becone trapped
by guard dogs, but stranger things have happened. |If Chyna Shepherd had found a cellular phone in
the clerk's Honda the previous night, she would not be the one now | angui shing i n shackl es.

The technol ogi cal revolution here at the end of the mllenniumoffers nunerous conveni ences and
great opportunities, but it also has dangerous aspects. Thanks to his expertise with conputers, he
has cleverly altered his fingerprint files with various agencies and can go without gloves at

pl aces |i ke the Tenpl eton house, enjoying the full sensuality of the experience w thout fear. But
one cel lul ar phone in the wong hands at the wong time could | ead suddenly to the nost intense
experience of his life-and the final one. He sonetines longs for the sinpler age of Jack the

Ri pper, or the splendid Ed Gein, who inspired Psycho, or Richard Speck; he dreanms wistfully of the
| ess com

plicated world of earlier decades and of killing fields that were | ess tranpled, then, by such as
he.

By feverishly pursuing high ratings, by hyping every story steeped in blood, by naking celebrities
out of killers, and by fawning over

celebrity killers, the electronic news nedia happily may have inspired nore of his clear-thinking
kind. But they have al so alarned the sheep too much. Too nmany in the herd are walleyed with
alertness and quick to run at the first perception of danger

Still, he manages to have his fim After making his calls, M. Vess goes out to the notor hone.
The license plates, the blunt-end screws and the nuts to attach themto the vehicle, and a
screwdriver are in a drawer in the kitchenette.

By various neans, usually two or three weeks prior to one of his expeditions, M. Vess carefully
selects his prinmary targets, like the Tenpleton famly. And though he sonetinmes brings back a
living prize for the cellar room he nearly always travels well beyond the borders of Oregon to

m nimze the chances that his two |lives-good citizen and homicidal adventurer-will cross at the
nmost i nconveni ent noment. (Though he didn't enploy this method to get Laura Tenpl eton, he has
found that clandestine browsing, via conputer, through the huge Departnent of Mdtor Vehicles
records in neighboring California is

an excellent nmethod of |ocating attractive wonen. Their driver's |icense photographs-head shots
only@re now on file with the DAW Provided with each picture are the wonan's age, height, and

wei ghtstatistics that assist Vess in identifying unacceptabl e candi dates, so he can avoid

grandnot hers who phot ograph well and pl unp wonen

with thin faces. And though sonme people list post office boxes only, nost use their street
addresses; thereafter, M. Vess needs only a se-

ries of good nmaps.) Upon nearing the end of his drive, when he gets within fifty mles of the
target residence, he renoves the |license plates fromthe notor home. Later, because he makes a
poi nt of being far away fromthe scene of his games by the time anyone finds the aftermath, he
could be tracked down only if sonmeone in the victinms nei ghborhood happened to see the notor home
and, though it | ooked perfectly innocent, happened to glance at the plates and-that dam bl own
tire agai n-happened to have a photographic nmenory. Therefore, he |l eaves the tags off his vehicle
until he is safely back in O egon

If he were stopped by a police officer for speeding or for sone other traffic violation, he would
express surprise when asked about his missing |icense plates and woul d say that, for God knows
what reason, they must have been stolen. He is a good actor; he could sell his bafflenment. If the
chance arose to do so without putting hinself in serious jeopardy, he would kill the cop. And if
no such opportunity presented itself, he would nost likely be able to count on a swift resol ution
of the problem by calling upon professional courtesy.

Now he squats on his haunches and attaches one of the tags to the frane in the front license-plate
ni che.

One by one the dogs conme to him sniffing at his hands and his cl ot hes, perhaps di sappointed to
find only the scents of aftershave and di shwashi ng soap. They are starved for attention, but they
are on duty. None of themlingers long, each returning to its patrol after one pat on the head, a
scratch behind the ears, and a word of affection. "Good dog," M. Vess says to each. "Good dog."
When he finishes with the front plate, he stands, stretches, and yawns while surveying his donain.
At ground level, anyway, the wind has died. The air is still and moist. It smells of wet grass,
earth, noldering dead | eaves, and pine forests.

Wth the rain finished, the mist is lifting off the foothills and off the |ower flanks of the
nmount ai ns behind the house. He can't see the peaks of the western range yet or even the bl anket of
snow | i ngering

on the higher slopes. But directly overhead and to the east, where the m st doesn't intervene, the
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clouds are nore gray than thunderhead bl ack, a soft noleskin gray, and they are noving rapidly
sout heast in front of a high-altitude wind. By mdnight, as he promised Ariel, there mght be
stars and even a noon to light the tall grass in the neadow and to shine in the mlky eyes of the
dead Laur a.

M. Vess goes to the back of the notor hone to attach the second license plate-and di scovers odd
tracks on the driveway. As he stands staring at them a frown pools and deepens on his face.

The driveway is shale, but during a heavy rain, nud washes out fromthe surrounding yard. Here and
there it forns a thin skin atop the stone, not soupy but dark and dense.

In this skin of nud are hoof inpressions, perhaps those of a deer. A sizable deer. It has crossed
the driveway nore than once

He sees a place where it stood for a while, pawing the ground. No tire tracks mar the nud, because
they were erased by the rain

that had been falling when he'd cone hone. Evidently the deer spoor date fromafter the storm

He crouches beside the tracks and puts his fingers to the cold nud. He can feel the hardness and
snoot hness of the hooves that stanped the marks.

A variety of deer thrive in the nearby foothills and nountains. They rarely venture onto M.
Vess's property, however, because they are frightened of the Dobermans.

This is the nost peculiar thing about the deer tracks: that anong themare no paw prints fromthe
dogs.

The Dober mans have been trained to focus on human intruders and, as much as possible, to ignore
wildlife. Oherwi se, they nmight be distracted at a nonent crucial to their nmaster's safety. They
will never

attack rabbits or squirrels or possuns-or deer-unless severe hunger eventually drives themto it.
They won't even give playful chase

Nevert hel ess, the dogs will take notice of other aninals that cross

their path. They indulge their curiosity within the limts of their training.

They woul d have approached this deer and circled ever closer as it stood here, either paralyzing
it with fright or spooking it off. And after it had gone, they woul d have padded back and forth
across the driveway, sniffing its spoor.

But not one paw print is visible among the hoof inpressions.

Rubbi ng his nmuddy fingertips together, M. Vess rises to his full height and slowy turns in a
circle, studying the surrounding |and. The neadows to the north and the distant piney woods
beyond. The driveway | eading east to the bald knoll. The yard to the south, nore

meadows beyond, and woods again. Finally the backyard, past the barn, to the foothills. The deer-
if it was a deer-is gone.

Edgl er Vess stands notionl ess. Listening. Watchful. Breathing deeply, seeking scents. Then for a
whil e he inhales through his open nouth, catching what he can upon his tongue. He feels the noist
air like the clanmy skin of a cadaver against his face. Al his senses are

open wide, irised to the max, and the freshly washed world drains into them

Finally he can detect no harmin the norning. As Vess is putting the license plate on the back of
the notor hone, Tilsiter pads to him The dog nuzzles his master's neck

Vess encourages the Doberman to stay. Wien he is finished with the plate, he points Tilsiter to

t he nearby deer spoor

The dog seems not to see the tracks. O, seeing them he does not

have any interest. Vess |leads himto the spoor, right in among the prints. Once nore

he points to them

Because Tilsiter appears to be confused, Vess places his hand on

the back of the dog's head and presses his nuzzle into one of the tracks.

The Dobernan catches a scent at last, sniffs eagerly, whinpers with excitenment-then deci des that
he doesn't |ike what he snells. He squirms out fromunder his master's hand and backs off, [ ooking
sheepi sh. "What ?" says Vess.

The dog licks his chops. He | ooks away from Vess, surveys the neadows, the lane, the yard. He

gl ances at Vess again, but then he trots off to the south, returning to patrol

The trees still dripping. The mists rising. The spent clouds scudding fast toward the southeast.
M. Vess decides to kill Chyna Shepherd imredi ately. He will haul her into the yard, make her lie
facedown on the grass, and put a couple of bullets in the back of her skull. He has to go to work

this evening, and before that he has to get some sleep, so he won't have tine to enjoy a sl ow
kill.

Later, when he gets hone, he can bury her in the neadow with the four dogs watching, insects
singing and feeding on one another in the tall grass, and Ariel forced to kiss each of the corpses
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before it goes forever into the ground-all this in noonlight if there is any.

Qui ckly now, finish her and sleep. As he hurries toward the house, he realizes that the
screwdriver is

still in his hand, which mght be nore interesting than using the pistol, yet just as quick

Up the flagstone steps, onto the front porch, where the finger of the Seattle attorney hangs
silent anong the seashells in the cool wi ndless air.

He doesn't bother to wipe his feet, a rare breach of conpul sive procedure.

The ratcheting hinge is matched by the sound of his own ragged breathing as he opens the door and
steps into the house. When he closes the door, he is startled to hear his thuddi ng heartbeats
chasi ng one anot her

He is never afraid, never. Wth this wonan, however, he has been unsettled nore than once.

A few steps into the room he halts, getting a grip on hinself Now that he is inside again, he
doesn't understand why killing her seened to be such an urgent priority.

Intuition. But never has his intuition delivered such a clanmorous nessage that has left himthis
conflicted. The woman is special, and he so badly wants to use her in special ways. Merely punping
two shots into the back of her head or sticking the screwdriver into her a few times would be such
a waste of her potential.

He is never afraid. Never. Even being unsettled like this is a challenge to his dearest inage of
hi msel f. The poet Sylvia Plath, whose work | eaves M. Vess uncharacteristically anbivalent, once
said that the world was ruled by panic, "panic with a dog-face, devil-face, hag-face, whore-face,
panic in capital letters with no face at all-the same Johnny Panic, awake or

asl eep. " But Johnny Panic does not rule Edgler Vess and never will, because M. Vess has no
illusions about the nature of existence, no

doubts about his purpose, and no nonents of his life that ever require reinterpretati on when he
has the tine for quiet reflection.

Sensat i on.

Intensity. He cannot live with intensity if he is afraid, because Johnny Panic inhibits
spontaneity and experinmentation. Therefore, he will not

all ow this woman of nysteries to spook him

As both his breathing and his heartbeat subside to nornmal rates, he turns the rubberized handl e of
the screwdriver around and around in his hand, staring at the short blunt blade at the end of the
| ong steel shank.

The nmonent Vess entered the kitchen, before he spoke, Chyna sensed he had changed fromthe man
that she had known thus far. He was in a different nood fromany that had previously possessed
him although the precise difference was so subtle that she was not able to define it.

He approached the table as if to sit down, then stopped short of his chair. Frowning and silent,
he stared at her

In his right hand was a screwdriver. Ceaselessly he rolled the handle through his fingers, as if
ti ghteni ng an i magi nary screw.

On the floor behind himwere crunmbling chunks of nmud. He had cone inside with dirty shoes.

She knew that she nust not speak first. They were at a strange juncture where words m ght not mean
what they had neant before, where the nost innocent statenment night be an incitenment to viol ence
A short while ago, she had half preferred to be killed quickly, and she had tried to trigger one
of his hom cidal inpulses. She had al so considered ways that, although shackled, she mnight be able
to commt suicide. Now she held her tongue to avoid inadvertently enraging him

Evidently, even in her desolation, she continued to harbor a snmall but stubborn hope that was
canoufl aged in the grayness where she could not see it. A stupid denial. A pathetic |onging for
one nore

chance. Hope, which had al ways seened ennobling to her, now

seened as dehumani zi ng as feverish greed, as squalid as lust, just an

ani mal hunger for nore life at any cost.

She was in a deep, bleak place. Finally Vess said, "Last night." She waited.

"I'n the redwoods." "Yes?" "Did you see anything?" he asked. "See what?" "Anything odd?" "No." "You
must have." She shook her head. "The elk," he said. "Ch. Yes, the elk.”" "A herd of them" "Yes."
"You didn't think they were peculiar?" "Coastal elk. They thrive in that area." "These seened

al nost tane." "Maybe because tourists drive through there all the tinme."™ Slowy turning and
turning the screwdriver, he considered her ex-

pl anation. "Mybe."

Chyna saw that the fingers of his right hand were covered with a filmof dry nud.

He said, "I can snell the nmusk of themnow, the texture of their eyes, hear the greenness of the
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ferns swaying around them and it's a

cold dark oil in nmy blood."

No reply was possible, and she didn't try to make one. Vess |owered his gaze from Chyna's eyes to
the turning point of the screwdriver-and then to his shoes. He | ooked over his shoul der and saw
the mud on the floor. "This won't do," he said.

He put the screwdriver on a nearby counter

He took off his shoes and carried theminto the [aundry room where he left themto be cl eaned

| ater.

He returned in his bare feet and, using paper towels and a bottle of Wndex, cleaned every crunb
of mud fromthe tiles. In the living room he used a vacuum cl eaner to sweep the nud out of the
car pet. J

These domestic chores occupied himfor alnost fifteen minutes, and by the time he finished, he was
no longer in the nood that had possessed himwhen he'd entered the kitchen. Housework seenmed to

scrub away his blues. "I'mgoing to go upstairs and sleep now," he said. "You'll be quiet and not
rattl e your chains nuch."”

She said nothing. "You'll be quiet, or I'll conme down and shove five feet of the chain up your
ass. "

She nodded. "Good girl." He left the room The difference between Vess's usual denmeanor and his

recent nood no | onger eluded Chyna. For a few mnutes, he had | acked his usual self-confidence.
Now he had it back

M. Vess always sleeps in the nude to facilitate his dreans.

In slunberland, all the people whom he encounters are naked, whether they are being torn asunder
beneath himin glorious wetness

or are running in a pack with himthrough hi gh shadowed places and down into noonlight. There is a
heat in his dreans that not only makes cl othes superfluous but burns fromhimthe very concept of
cl othes, so going naked is nmore natural in the dreammorld than in the real one.

He never suffers fromnightmares. This is because, in his daily Iife, he confronts the sources of
his tensions and deals with them He is never dragged down by guilt. He is not judgnental of
others and is never affected by what they think of him He knows that if sonething he wi shes to do
feels right, then it is right. He always | ooks out for number one, because to be a successfu

human being, he nust first |ike hinmself. Consequently, he always goes to his bed with a clear mnind
and an untroubl ed heart.

Now, within seconds of resting his head on his pillow, M. Vess is asleep. Fromtinme to tinme his

| egs cycle beneath the covers, as if he is

chasi ng sonet hi ng.

Once, in his sleep, he says, "Father," alnost reverentially, and the word hangs |ike a bubble on
the air-which is odd, because when Edgler Vess was nine years old, he burned his father to death.
Chains rattling, Chyna | eaned down and picked up the spare cushion fromthe floor beside her

chair. She put it on the table, slunped forward, and rested her head on it.

According to the kitchen clock, it was a quarter till twelve. She had been awake wel|l over twenty-
four hours, except when she had dozed in the notor hone and when she had sat here unconscious
after Vess cl ubbed her.

Al t hough exhausted, and nunb with despair, she did not expect to be able to sleep. But she hoped
that by keeping her eyes closed and |letting her thoughts drift to nore pleasant tinmes, she m ght
be able to take her mind off her ml|d but gradually increasing urge to pee and off the pain in her
neck and trigger finger

She was walking in a wind full of torn red bl ossons, curiously un-

afraid of the darkness and of the lightning that sonetinmes split it, when she was awakened not by
t hunder but by the sound of scissors clipping through paper

She lifted her head fromthe pillow and sat up straight. The fluorescent |ight stung her eyes.
Edgl er Vess was standing at the sink, cutting open a |arge bag of potato chi ps.

He said, "Ah, you're awake, you sl eepyhead." Chyna | ooked at the clock. Twenty minutes till five.
He said, "I thought it might take a brass band to bring you around."

She had been asl eep al nost five hours. Her eyes were grainy. Her nmouth was sour. She could snell
her body odor, and she felt greasy.

She had not wet herself in her sleep, and she was briefly lifted by an absurd sense of triunph
that she had not yet been reduced to that |ower |evel of hunmiliation. Then she realized how

pat hetic she was, priding herself on her continence, and her internal grayness darkened by a
degree or two.

Vess was wearing bl ack boots, khaki slacks, a black belt, and a white T-shirt.
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H s arnms were nuscul ar, enornous. She woul d never be able to struggle successfully against those
ar ns.
He brought a plate to the table. He had nade a sandwi ch for her. "Ham and cheese with nustard.” A

ruffle of lettuce showed at the edges of the bread. He had placed two dill pickle spears beside
t he sandwi ch.

As Vess put the bag of potato chips on the table, Chyna said, "I don't want it." "You have to
eat," he said.

She | ooked out the window at the deep yard in late-aftemoon light. "If you don't eat," he said,
"1"I'l eventually have to force-feed you." He picked up the bottle of aspirin and shook it to get
her attention. "Tasty?" "I didn't take any," she said. "Ah, then you're |l earning to enjoy your
pain."

He seenmed to win either way. He took away the aspirin and returned with a glass of water. Sniling,
he said, "You've got to keep those kidneys functioning or they' |l atrophy."

As Vess cl eaned the counter where he'd nade the sandw ch, Chyna said, "Wre you abused as a
child?" and hated herself for asking the question, for still trying to understand.

Vess | aughed and shook his head. "This isn't a textbook, Chyna. This is real life." "Wre you?"

"No. My father was a Chicago accountant. My nom sold wonen's
wear at a departnment store. They |oved ne. Bought ne too many toys, nore than | could use,

especially since | preferred playing with ... other things." "Animals," she said. "That's right."
"And before aninal s-insects or very little things like goldfish or turtles.” "Is that in your

t ext books?" "It's the earliest and worst sign. Torturing animls."

He shrugged. "It was fan ... watching the stupid thing craw on

fire inside its shell. Really, Chyna, you have to |learn to get beyond these petty val ue

j udgrents. "

She cl osed her eyes, hoping he would go to work. "Anyway, ny folks |loved nme, all caught up in that
delusion. When | was nine, | set a fire. Lighter fluid in their bed while they were sl eeping, then

a cigarette." "nmy God." "There you go again." @hy? "
He nocked: "Wy not?" "Jesus."

"Want the second-best answer?" "Yes," she said. "Then ook at ne when | talk to you." She opened
her eyes. Hi s gaze cleaved her. "I set themon fire because | thought maybe they were beginning to
catch on." "To what?" "To the fact that | was sonething special."” "They caught you with the
turtle,"” she guessed. "No. A neighbor's kitten. We lived in a nice suburb. There were so nany pets
i n the nei ghborhood. Anyway, when they caught ne, there was talk of doctors. Even at nine, | knew
I couldn't allowthat. Doctors might be harder to fool. So we had a little fire." "And nothing was
done to you?"

Fi ni shed with his cleaning, he sat down at the table. "No one suspected. Dad was snoking in bed,

the firenmen said. It happens all the tinme. The whol e house went. | barely got out alive, and Mommy
was

screamng, and | couldn't get to her, couldn't help nmy nomry, and | was so scared." He wi nked at
her. "After that, | went to live with ny grandna. She was an annoying old biddy, full of rules,

regul ati ons, standards of conduct, manners, and courtesies | had to | earn. But she couldn't keep a
cl ean house. Her bathroom was just disgusting. She led me into nmy second and | ast mstake. 1
killed her while she was

standing in the kitchen, just like this, preparing dinner. It was an inpulsive thing, a knife
twice in each kidney." "How ol d?"

Slyly playing with her, he said, "Gandma or nme?" "You.
Too young for anyone to

really believe that | knew what | was doing." "They had to do sonetbing to you.'
inacaring facility. Lots of therapy, lots of coun-

seling, lots and lots of attention and hugs. Because, you see, | nust

have of fed poor grandnma because of ny unexpressed grief over the accidental deaths of ny parents
in that awmful, awful fire. One day | realized what they were trying to tell ne, and | just broke
down and cried and cried. Oh, Chyna, how | cried, and wallowed in renorse for poor Gandna. The
t herapi sts and soci al workers were so appreciative of the wallow ng."

"Where did you go fromthe facility?" "I was adopted."
Speechl ess, she stared at him "I know what you're thinking,
orphans get adopted. People are usually looking for infants to

mold in their own inage. But | was such a beautiful boy, Chyna, an al nbst ethereally beautifu
boy. Can you believe that?" "Yes." "People want beautiful children. Beautiful children with nice
smles. | was sweet-tenpered and charmng. By then I'd learned to

"El even. Too young to be put on trial

"Fourteen nonths

he said. "Not many twel ve-yearold
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hi de better anong all you hypocrites. |I'd never again be caught with a bloody kitten or a dead
grandnmot her." "But who ... who would adopt you after what you did?" "What | did was expunged from
my record, of course. | was just the littlest boy, after all. Chyna, you wouldn't expect ny whol e

life to be ruined just because of one nistake? Psychiatrists and social workers were the grease in
my wheels, and | will always be beholden to themfor their sweet, earnest desire to believe."
"Your adoptive parents didn't know?" "They knew that |'d been traumatized by the death of ny
parents in a fire, that the trauma had |l ed to counseling, and that | needed to

be wat ched for signs of depression. They wanted so badly to nake ny life better, to prevent

depression fromever touching me again." "What happened to then?" "W lived there in Chicago two
years, and then we noved here to Oregon. | let themlive for quite a while, and I let them pretend
to love nme. Why not? They enjoyed their delusions so nuch. But then, after | graduated from
college, | was twenty years old and needed nore

nmoney than | had, so there had to be another dreadful accident, an-

other fire in the night. But it was el even long years since the fire that took ny real nom and
dad, and half a continent away. No social workers had seen ne in years, and there were no files
about ny horrible nmstake with Grandma, so no connections were ever nade."

They sat in silence. After a while he tapped the plate in front of her. "Eat, eat," he cajoled.
"I''"ll be eating at a diner myself. Sorry | can't keep you conpany." "I believe you," she said.

"What ?"

"That you were never abused." "Though that runs agai nst everything you' ve been taught. Good girl,
Chyna. You know the truth when you hear it. Maybe there's hope for you yet." "There's no
under st andi ng you," she said, though she was talking nore to herself than to him "O course there

is. I"'mjust in touch with ny reptilian nature, Chyna. It's in all of us. W all evolved fromthat
slimy, legged fish that first craw ed out of the sea. The reptile consciousness ... it's still in
all of us, but npbst of you struggle so hard to hide it fromyourselves, to convince yourselves

that you're sonething cleaner and better than what you really are. The irony is, if you, "d just

for once acknow edge your reptile nature, you'd find the freedom and the happi ness that you're al
so frantic to achi eve and never do."

He tapped the plate again, and then the glass of water. He got up and tucked his chair under the
table. "That conversation wasn't quite as you expected, was it, Chyna?" "No." "You were expecting
me to equivocate, to whine on about being a

victim to indulge in elaborately structured self-delusions, to spit up sone tale of warping
incest. You wanted to believe your clever probing night expose a secret religious fanaticism
bring revelations that | hear godly voices in nmy head. You didn't expect it to be this
straightforward. This honest."

He went to the door between the kitchen and the living room and then turned to |ook at her. "I'm
not uni que, Chyna. The world is filled with the likes of ne-nost are just less free. You know
where | think a lot of ny type wi nd upF

In spite of herself, she asked, "Were?" "In politics. |Inmagine having the power to start wars,
Chyna. How gratifying that would be. O course, in public life, one would generally have to forgo
the pleasure of getting right down in the wet of it, hands dirty with all the wonderful fluids.
One woul d have to be satisfied with the thrill of sending thousands to their deaths, renote
destruction. But | believe |I could adapt to that. And there would al ways be photos fromthe war
zone, reports, all as graphic as one requested. And never a danger of apprehension. Mre amazi ng-
they build nonu-

ments to you. You can bonmb a small country into oblivion, and din-

ners are given in your honor. You can kill thirty-four children in a

religious comunity, crush themw th tanks, burn themalive, claimthey were dangerous cultists-
then sit back to the sound of appl ause. Such power. Intensity."

He gl anced at the clock. A few mnutes past five. He said, "I'Il finish dressing and be gone. Back
as soon after midnight as | can be." He shook his head as if saddened by the sight of her

"Unt ouched and alive. Wat kind of existence is that, Chyna? Not one worth having. Get in touch
with your reptile consciousness. Enbrace the cold and the dark. That's what we are."

He left her in chains as twilight entered the world and the |ight withdrew.

M. Vess steps onto the porch, |ocks the front door, and then whistles for the dogs.

The day is growing cooler as it wanes, and the air is bracing. He zips up his jacket.

From different points of the compass, the four Dobermans sprint out of the twilight and race to
the porch. As they scanper to Vess and jostle one another to be the closest to him their big paws
thunmp on
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the boards in a fandango of canine delight.

He kneel s anbng them generously doling out affection once nore. Oddly |ike people, these

Dober mans appear to be unable to detect the insincerity of M. Vess's |ove. They are only tools to
him not treasured pets, and the attention he gives themis like the 3-1n-One oil with which he
occasionally lubricates his power drill, hand-held belt sander, and chain saw. In the novies, it
is always a dog that senses the werewolf potential in the nmoon-fearing man and greets himwith a
grow , always a dog that shies away fromthe character who is secretly harboring the alien
parasite in his body. But novies are not life.

The dogs are no doubt deceiving himjust as he deceives them Their love is nothing but respect-or
sublimated fear of him

He stands, and the dogs | ook up expectantly. Earlier, they had been sumoned fromtheir kennel by
the buzzer; therefore, they are now

merely on an apprehend-and-detain status.

"Ni et zsche," he says.

As one, the four Dobermans twitch and then become rigid. Their ears first prick at the command
word but then flatten.

Their bl ack eyes shine in the dusk.

Abruptly they depart the porch, scattering across the property, having been elevated to attack
stat us.

Putting on his hat, M. Vess wal ks toward the barn, where he keeps his car.

He | eaves the notor hone parked beside the house. Later, to mnimze the distance that the two
bodies will have to be carried, he will back the vehicle along the |ane, closer to the neadow of
unnmar ked graves.

As he wal ks, M. Vess draws sl ow, deep breaths and clears his mnd, preparing hinself for reentry
into the workaday worl d.

He enjoys the charade of his second life, passing for one of the repressed and del uded who, in
uncountable nmultitudes, rule the earth with lies, who pass their lives in denial, anxiety, and
hypocrisy. He is like a fox in a pen of nmentally deficient chickens that are unable to distinguish
bet ween a predator and one of their own, and this is a fine gane for a fox with a sense of hunor.
Every day, all day |ong, Vess weighs other people with his eyes, furtively tests their firmmess
with a friendly touch, breathes the enticing scents of their flesh, selecting anong themas if
choosi ng packaged poultry at a market. He does not often kill those whomhe neets in his public
persona-only if he is absolutely certain that he can get away with it and if the particul ar
chicken pronises to be tasty.

I f Chyna Shepherd hadn't disturbed his usual routine, Vess would have spent nore tine
reacclimating hinself to his role as an ordinary guy. He m ght have watched a ganme show on
television, read a couple of chapters in a ronance novel by RobertJanes Waller, and skinmred an

i ssue of People to rem nd hinmself of those things that the desperate ruck of humanity uses to
anesthetize itself against the awareness of its true animal nature and the inevitability of death.
He m ght have stood before a mirror for a while, practicing his smle, studying his eyes.
Nevert hel ess, by the tinme he reaches the silvered-cedar barn, he is confident that he will slide
back into his second |life without a ripple and that all those who ook into his pond will be
conforted to see their own faces reflected. Mst people have expended so nuch effort and tinme in
the denial of their predatory nature that they cannot easily rec-

ognize it in others.

He opens the man-size door beside the larger roll-up, pauses, and glances toward the back of the
house. He left the woman in the dark, so he can't even vaguely discern her formthrough the

di stant w ndow.

The sunl ess, sonber twilight is still bright enough, however, for M. Shepherd, the em nent
psychol ogi st, to have seen himas he wal ked to the barn. She could be watchi ng now.

M. Vess wonders what she thinks of himin this surprising new

gui se. She nust be shocked. Mre illusions shattered. Seeing himon

his way to his second life, realizing that indeed he passes for a standup citizen, she nust be
pl unged into a despair deeper than any she has yet known.

He has such a way w th wonen.

After Vess turned off the lights and | eft the kifchen, Chyna | eaned back in the pine captain's
chair, away fromthe table, because the snell of the ham sandw ch sickened her. It wasn't spoil ed;
it snelled like a

ham sandwi ch ought to snell. But the very idea of food nade her gag.

About twenty-one hours had passed since she'd finished her npst
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recent full neal, dinner at the Tenpl eton house. The few bites of cheese onelet that she'd had at
breakfast weren't enough to sustain

her, especially considering all of the physical activity of the previous night; she should have
been fani shed.

Eati ng was an admi ssion of hope, however, and she didn't want to

hope any nore. She had spent her life hoping, a fool intoxicated with optim stic expectations. But
every hope proved to be as enpty as a

bubbl e. Every dream was gl ass waiting to be shattered.

Until last night, she had thought that she'd clinbed far out of childhood m sery, up a greased

| adder toward phenonenal hei ghts of understanding, and she had been quietly proud of herself and
of her acconplishments. Now it seened that she had not been clinbing after all, that her ascent
had been an illusion, and that for years her feet had been slipping over the same two well -
lubricated rungs, as if she'd been on one of those exercise nachines, a StairMster, expending
enor nbus energy-but not one inch higher when she stopped than she had been when she'd started. The
|l ong years of waitressing, the sore

| egs and the stubborn pain in the small of her back from being on her feet for hours, taking the
toughest classes she could find at the University of California, studying late into the night
after she returned home fromwork, the countless sacrifices, the |oneliness, the ceasel ess
striving, striving-all of that had led here, to this dismal place, to these chains, into this
deepening twilight.

She had hoped one day to understand her nother, to find good

reason to forgive. She had even, God help her, secretly hoped that they m ght reach a truce. They
coul d never have a heal thy not herdaughter relationship, and they could never be friends; but it
had seened possible, at |east, that she and Anne m ght one day have |unch together at any caf6
with a view of the sea, alfresco on the pati o under a huge unbrella, where they woul d never speak
of the past but woul d make pl easant snall tal k about novies, the weather, the way the sea-

9 :,-ulls wheel ed across the sapphire sky, perhaps with no healing affec-

tion but without any hatred between them Now she knew that even

if by sone miracle she escaped untouched and alive fromthis inprisonnent, she would never reach
that dreaned-of degree of understanding; rapprochenent between her and her nother could not be
achi eved.

Human cruelty and treachery surpassed all understandi ng. There

were no answers. Only excuses.

Chyna felt lost. She was in a stranger place than Edgler Vess's kitchen and in a nore forbidding
dar kness.

In all her years, she had never before felt lost, not truly lost. Frightened, yes. Sonetines
confused and bl eak. But always she had held a

map in her mnd, with a route marked if only vaguely, and she had believed that in her heart was a
conpass that couldn't fail her. She had been in the wong place many tines, but she'd always been
sure that there was a way out-just as in any fun-house mrror nmaze there is always a safe path
through the infinite i mages of oneself, through nore

fearful reflections, and through all of the enignatic silver shadows.

No map this tine. No conmpass. Life itself was the ultimate fun-house mrror nmaze, and she was
lost in its nautilus chanbers, with no one to turn to for confort, no

hand to hol d.

Finally admitting that she had been essentially notherless since birth and al ways woul d be

not herl ess, and with her only close friend |ying dead in Edgler Vess's notor hone, Chyna w shed
that she knew her father's name, that she had at |east once seen his face. Her nother's nuaiden
nane was Shepherd; she had never been narried. "Be glad you're illegitimte, baby," Anne had said,
"because that neans you'refiree. Little bastard children don't have as many rel atives clinging

i ke psychic | eeches and sucking away their souls.” Over the years, when Chyna had asked about her
father, Anne had said only

T-nar ne was ueaa, and she had been able to say it dry-eyed, even lightheartedly. She woul dn't
provi de details of his appearance, discuss what work he'd done, reveal where he'd lived, or
acknow edge that he'd had

a nane. "By the tine | was preghant with you," Anne once said, "l wasn't seeing himany nore. He
was history. | never told himabout you. He never knew "

Chyna li ked to daydream about hi m sonetinmes: She imagined that her nother had |ied about this, as
about so many things, and that her dad was alive. He would be a lot Iike Gegory Peck in ToAall a
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Mocki ngbird, a big man with gentle eyes, soft-spoken, kind, quietly hunorous, with a keen sense of
justice, certain of who he was and of what he believed. He would be a man who was adm red and
respected by other people but who thought hinself no nore special than anyone el se. He would | ove
her.

If she had known his nanme, either first or last, she woul d have spoken it now, aloud. The nere
sound of her father's nane woul d have conforted her

She was crying. Through the many hours since she had cone under Vess's thrall, she had felt tears
wel | i ng nmore than once, and she had re-

pressed them But she couldn't damthis hot flood. She despised herself for crying-but only
briefly. These bitter tears were a wel cone adm ssion that there was no hope for her. They washed
her free of hope, and that was what she wanted now, because hope | ed only to di sappoi ntnent and
pain. Al her troubled life, since at |east her eighth birthday, she had refused to weep freely,
really let Ioose with tears. Being tough and dryeyed was the only way to get respect fromthose
peopl e who, on seeing the snallest weakness in another, got a fearful rmuddy fight in their eyes
and closed in like jackals around a gazelle with a broken leg. But w thholding tears wouldn't fend
off the jackal who had prom sed to be back after mdnight, and a lifetime of grief and hurt burst
fromher. Great wet sobs shook Chyna so hard that her chest began to ache worse than her neck or
her sprained finger. Her throat soon felt hot and raw. She sagged in her clinking chains, in her

i mprisoning chair, face clenched and streamnmi ng and hot, stomach clenched and cold, the taste of
salt in her nouth, gasping, groaning in despair, choking on the snothering awareness of her
terrible solitude. She shuddered uncontrollably, and her hands spasned into frail fists but then
opened and grasped at the air around her head as if her anguish were a cow that mght be torn off
and cast aside. Profoundly alone, unloved and | ost, she spiraled down into a

mental mirror maze without even her father's nane for confort.

After a while, an engine roared. She heard the brassy toot of a

horn: two short blasts and then two nore.

Chyna lifted her head, |ooked through the nearby wi ndow, and saw

the headlights of a car |eaving the barn. Her vision was blurred by tears. She couldn't see the
car itself as it sped past the house in the gray dusk, but it nust be driven by Vess, of course.
Then it was gone.

The jaunty toot of the horn nocked her, but that nockery wasn't enough to rekindl e her anger

She stared out at the gloanming and didn't care that it mght be the last twlight she ever saw.
She cared only that she had spent too nuch

of her twenty-six years alone, with no one at her side to share the sun-

sets, the starry skies, the turbulent beauty of stormclouds. She w shed that she had reached out
to people nore, instead of retreating inward, w shed that she had not nade her heart into a
sheltering closet. Now, when nothing nattered any nore, when the insight couldn't do her

any damm good at all, she realized that there was | ess hope of survival alone than with others.
She' d been acutely aware that terror, betrayal, and cruelty had a hunan face, but she had not
sufficiently appreciated that courage, kindness, and |ove had a human face as well. Hope wasn't a

cottage industry; it was neither a product that she could man-

ufacture |ike needl epoi nt sanplers nor a substance she could secrete, in her cautious solitude,
like a maple tree producing the essence of

syrup. Hope was to be found in other people, by reaching out, by taking risks, by opening her
fortress heart.

Thi s insight seened so obvious, the sinplest of wisdom yet she had not been able to arrive at it
until in extrems

And the chance had | ong ago passed to act upon it. She would die as she had |ived-al one. This
further realization mght have wung greater rivers of tears fromher but, instead, drove her into
a bl eaker

pl ace than she'd been before, an interior garden of stone and ashes.

Then, as she was still gazing out the wi ndow, she saw sonething noving in the |ast of the dusk.
Though it was blurred by her tears, she could see that it was too |large to be a Dober nan.

But if Vess had gone, how could it be a nman?

Chyna bl otted her eyes on the sleeve of her sweater, and she blinked until the mysterious shape
resol ved out of tears and twilight shadows. It was an el k. A fenmale, w thout antlers.

It anbl ed across the backyard, fromthe forested foothills to the

west, pausing twice to tear up a mouthful of the succul ent grass. As Chyna knew from her nonths on
the ranch in Mendoci no County

many years ago, these animals were highly sociable and al ways trav-
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eled in herds, but this one seened to be al one.

The Dobermans shoul d have been after this intruder, barking and snarling and excited by the
prospect of blood. Surely the dogs would be able to snell it even fromthe farthest corners of the
property. Yet no Dobermans were in sight.

Li kewi se, the el k should have caught the scent of the dogs and gall oped at once for safety, wld-
eyed and snorting. Nature had nmade its kind prey to nountain lions and wol ves and packs of
coyotes; as

di nner-on-the-hoof to so many predators, elk were always watchful and cauti ous.

But this specinen seermed utterly unconcerned that dogs were in the i medi at e nei ghborhood. Except
for the two brief pauses to graze on the lush grass, it cane directly to the back porch, with no
sign of skittishness.

Al t hough Chyna was not a wildlife expert, this seened to her to be a coastal elk, the same type
she had encountered in the grove of redwoods. Its coat was gray-brown, and it had the familiar
white and bl ack markings on the body and face.

Yet she was sure that this place was too far fromthe sea to be a suitable hone for coastal elk or
to provide the ideal vegetation for their diet. Wen she'd gotten out of the notor hone, she'd had
an inpression of mountains all around. Now the rain had stopped and the ni st

had lifted; in the west, where the dregs of daylight swiftly drai ned away, the black sil houettes
of high peaks pressed against tattered clouds and electric-purple sky. Wth a nmountain range of
such form dabl e size between here and the Pacific Ccean, coastal elk could not have found their
way so far inland, for they were basically a | ow and breed partial to plains and gentle hills.
This must be a different type of elk-although with coloration strikingly simlar to that of the
ani mal s she had seen the previous night.

The inposing creature stood outside the wooden bal ustrade of the shallow porch, no nore than eight
feet away, staring directly at the wi ndow. At Chyna.

She found it difficult to believe that the elk could see her. Wth the lights off, the kitchen was
currently darker than the dusk in which the animal stood. Fromits perspective, the interior of
the house shoul d have been unrelievedly black

Yet she couldn't deny that its eyes nmet hers. Large dark eyes, shining softly.

M e renmenbered Vess's sudden return to the kitchen this norningHe' d been inexplicably tense,
ceasel essly turning the screwdriver in his hand, an odd light in his eyes. And he'd been full of
questions about the elk in the redwood grove.

Chyna didn't know why the elk mattered to Vess any nore than she coul d i magi ne why this one stood
here, now, unchall enged by the dogs, studying her intently through the wi ndow. She didn't puzzle

| ong over this nystery. She was in a nood to accept, to experience, to admt that understandi ng
was not al ways achi evabl e.

As the deep-purple sky turned to indigo and then to India ink, the eyes of the elk grew gradually
nore |um nous. They were not red |like the eyes of some aninmals at night, but gol den

Pal e plunes of breath streaned rhythmically fromits wet black nostrils.

Wt hout breaking eye contact with the animal, Chyna pressed the insides of her wists together as
best she could with the handcuffs intervening. The steel chains rattled: all the | engths between
her and the chair on which she sat, between her and the table, between her and the past.

She renmenbered her solemn pledge, earlier in the day, to kill herself rather than be a witness to
the conplete nmental destruction of the young girl in the cellar. She had believed that she would
be able to find the courage to bite open the veins in her wists and bleed to death. The pain

woul d be sharp but relatively brief... and then she would fade sleepily fromthis blackness into
anot her, which woul d be eternal
She had stopped crying. Her eyes were dry. Her heartbeat was surprisingly slow, l|ike that of a

sl eeper in the dream ess rest provided by a powerful sedative.

She rai sed her hands in front of her face, bending them backward as severely as possible and
spreadi ng her fingers wide so she could still gaze into the eyes of the elk.

She brought her nmouth to the place on her left wist where she would have to bite. Her breath was
war m on her cool skin.

The light was entirely gone fromthe day. The nountains and the heavens were |ike one great black
| ooming swell on a night sea, a

drowni ng wei ght coni ng down.

The el k's heart-shaped face was barely visible froma distance of only eight feet. Its eyes,
however, shone.

Chyna put her lips against her left wist. In the kiss, she felt her dangerously steady pul se.

Through the gl oom she and the sentinel elk watctleci eacn otner, and she didn't know whether this
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creature had nesnerized her or she had nesnerized it.

Then she pressed her lips to her right wist. The same cool ness of skin, the same ponderous pul se.
She parted her |ips and used her teeth to pinch a thickness of flesh. There seened to be enough

ti ssue gat hered between her incisors to

make a nortal tear. Certainly she would be successful if she bit a sec-

ond tine, a third.

On the brink of the bite, she understood that it required no

courage what soever. Precisely the opposite was true. Not biting was an

act of valor.

But she didn't care about valor, didn't give a rat's ass about courage. O about anything. Al she
cared about was putting an end to the |oneliness, the pain, the achingly enpty sense of futility.
And the girl. Ariel. Down in the hateful silent dark. For a while she remai ned poised for the
fatal nip. Between its sol enm neasured beats, her heart was filled with the stillness of deep

wat er .

Then, wi thout being aware of releasing the pinch of flesh frombetween her teeth, Chyna realized
that her |ips were pressed to her unbitten wist again. She could feel her slow pulse in this kiss
of life.

The el k was gone. Gone. Chyna was surprised to see only darkness where the creature had stood. She
didn't believe that she had closed her eyes or even blinked. Yet she must have been in a blinding
trance, because the stately el k had vani shed into the night as nysteriously as a stage mmgician's
assistant dematerializes beneath an artfully draped bl ack shroud.

Suddenly her heart began to pound hard and fast. "No," she whispered in the dark kitchen, and the
word was both a promi se and a prayer.

Her heart |ike a wheel-spinning, racing-drove her out of that internal grayness in which she had
been lost, out of that bleakness into a brighter |andscape. "No." There was defiance in her voice
this time, and she did not whisper. "No."

She shook her chains as if she were a spirited horse trying to throw off its traces.

"No, no, no. Shit, no." Her protests were |oud enough for her

voi ce to echo off the hard surface of the refrigerator, the glass in the oven door, the ceram c-
tile counters.

She tried to pull away fromthe table to stand up. But a | oop of chain secured her chair to the
barrel that supported the tabletop, linmting its novenent.

If she dug her heels into the vinyl-tile floor and attenpted to scoot backward, she woul d probably
not be able to nove at all. At best she would only drag the heavy table with her inch by inch. And
inalifetime of trying, she would not be able to put enough tension on the chain to snap it.

She was still adamant in her rejection of surrender-"No, dam it, no way, no"-pressing the words

t hrough cl enched teeth.

She reached forward, pulling taut the chain that |ed around her back fromthe left handcuff to the
right. It was wound between the spindles of the rail-back chair, behind the tie-on pad. She
strained, hoping to hear the crack of dry wood, jerked hard, harder, and sharp pain sewed a hot
seamin her neck; the agony of the clubbing was renewed in her neck and in the right side of her
face, but she would not let pain stop her. She jerked harder than ever, scarring the nice

furniture for damm sure, and again-pull, pull-firmy holding the chair down with her body while
simul taneously half lifting it off the floor as she yanked furiously at the back rails, and yanked
again, until her biceps quivered. Pull. As she grunted with effort and frustration, needl es of
pain stitched down the back of her neck, across both shoulders, and into her arns. Pull! Putting

everything she had into the effort, straining | onger than before, clenching her teeth so hard that
tics developed in her jaw nuscles, she pulled once nore until she felt the arteries throbbing in
her tenples and saw red and silver pinwheels of |ight spinning behind her eyelids. But she wasn't
rewarded with any breaking sounds. The chair was solid, the spindles were thick, and every joint
was wel | made.

Her heart booned, partly because of her struggles but |argely because she was brimrng with an
exhilarating sense of liberation. Wich was crazy, crazy, because she was still shackled, no

cl oser to breaking her bonds than she had been at any nonent since she'd awakened in this chair
Yet she felt as if she had al ready escaped and was only waiting for reality to catch up with the
freedomthat she had Wlled for herself.

She sat gasping, thinking. Sweat beaded her brow. Forget the chair for now To get |oose fromit,
she woul d have to

be able to stand and nove. She couldn't deal with the chair until she was free of the table.

She was unable to reach down far enough to unscrew the carabiner that joined the shorter chain
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between her ankles to the longer chain that entwi ned the chair and the table. O herw se, she m ght
easily have freed her legs fromboth pieces of furniture.

If she could overturn the table, the loop of chain that wapped the supporting pedestal and
connected with her leg irons would then slide free as the bottomof that barrel tipped up and off
the floor. Wuldn't it? Sitting in the dark, she couldn't quite visualize the nechanics of what
she was proposing, but she thought that turning the table on its side would work

Unfortunately, the chair across fromhers, the one in which Vess

had sat, was an obstruction that would nost likely prevent the table fromtipping over. She had to
get rid of it, clear the way. Shackled as

she was, however, and with the barrel pedestal intervening, she couldn't extend her |legs far
enough to kick at the other chair and knock it aside. Hobbled and tethered, she was al so unable to
stand and reach across the big round table and sinply push the obstruction out

of the way.

Finally she tried scooting backward in her chair, hoping to drag the table with her, away from
Vess's chair. The chain encircling the pedestal drew taut. As she strained backward, digging her
heels into the floor, it seened that the piece was too heavy to be dragged, and she wondered if
the barrel was filled with a bag of sand to keep the table from wobbling. But then it creaked and
stuttered a few inches across the vinyl tiles, rattling the sandwich plate and the glass of water
that stood on it.

This was harder work than she had anticipated. She felt as though she were on one of those

tel evisi on shows devoted to stunts and stupid physical challenges, pulling a railroad car. A

| oaded railroad car. Neverthel ess, the table noved grudgingly. In a couple of mnutes, after
pausing twice to get her breath, she stopped because she was

concerned that she nmight back against the wall between the kitchen and the |aundry room she
needed to | eave hersel f some maneuvering space. Although it was difficult to estimate distance in
the dark, she

bel i eved that she had dragged the table about three feet, far enough to be clear of Vess's chair.
Trying to favor her sprained finger, she placed her cuffed hands under the table and lifted. It
wei ghed considerably nore than she did-a two-inch pine top, the thick staves in the supporting
barrel, the black iron hoops around the staves, perhaps that bag of sandand she coul dn't get nuch
| everage while she was forced to remain seated. The bottom of the barrel tipped up an inch, then

two inches. The water glass toppled, spilling its contents, rolled away from her, dropped off the
table, and shattered on the floor. Al the noise made it seemas if her plan was working-she
hi ssed, "Yes! "-but then because she had underestimated the weight and the effort required to nove

it, she had to relent, and the barrel slanmred down.

Chyna fl exed her nuscles, took a deep breath, and i mediately returned to the task. This time she
pl anted her feet as far apart as her shackles would allow. On the underside of the table, she
flattened her upturned pal ms against the pine, thunbs hooked toward herself over the snmooth bull-
nose edge. She tensed her legs as well as her arms, and when she shoved up on the table, she
pushed with her legs too, getting to her feet an inch at a tine, one hard-won inch for each inch
that the table tipped up and backward. She did not have enough slack in the various tethering
chains to be able to get all the way@r hal fway@rect, so she rose haltingly in a stiff and
awkwar d crouch, cranped under the weight of the table. She put enornpus strain on her knees and

t hi ghs, wheezing, shuddering with the effort, but she persevered because each precious inch that
she was able to gain inproved her |everage; she was using her entire body to lift, lift, lift.
The sandwi ch plate and the bag of potato chips slid off the table. China cracked and chips
scattered across the floor with a sound unnervingly |like scurrying rodents.

The pain in her neck was excruciating, and soneone seened to be tw sting a corkscrew into her
right clavicle. But pain couldn't stop her. It notivated. The greater her pain, the nore she
identified with Laura and the whole Tenpleton family, with the young man hangi ng i n the notor-hone
closet, with the service-station clerks, and with all the people who m ght be buried down in the
meadow;, and the nore she identified with them the nore she wanted Edgler Vess to suffer a world
of hurt. She was in an O d Testanent nood, unwilling to turn the other cheek just now She wanted
Vess scream ng on a rack

stretched until his joints popped apart and his tendons tore. She didn't want to see himconfined
to a state hospital for the crimnally insane, there to be anal yzed and counsel ed and instructed
as to how best to increase his self-esteem treated with a panoply of antipsychotic drugs, given a
private room and tel evision, booked in card tournaments with his fellow patients, and treated to a
turkey di nner on

Christmas. Instead of having himconsigned to the mercies of psychiatrists and social workers,
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Chyna wanted to condemm himto the skilled hands of an inaginative torturer, and then see how | ong
the sonof abitch bastard freak remained faithful to his phil osophy about all experiences being

val ue neutral, all sensations equally worthwhile. This ardent desire, refined from her pain, was
not noble in the least, but it was pure, a high-octane fael that burned with an intense light, and
it kept her notor running.

This side of the barrel pedestal was off the floor perhaps three inches-she could only guess-
approxi mately as high as she had gotten it before, but she still had plenty of steamleft. Bent in
a backward Z, as hunched as a CGod-cursed troll, she nuscled the table up, knees aching, thighs

qui ve7ing with the strain, her butt clenched tighter than a politician's fist around a cash bri be.
She encouraged herself aloud by talking to the table as if it possessed awareness: "Cone on, cone
on, conme on, nove, shit, shit, nove, you sonofabitcb, higher, conme on, dam you, dam it, cone on.
A ludicrous nental image of herself flashed through her mind: She nust resenble a character in one
of those novie scenes where the deceived cowboy cottons to the truth and overturns the poker table
on

the di shonest itinerant cardshark, except that she was playing the drama in slow notion, as in a
West ern underwat er.

Initially the chair renmained exactly where it had been when her butt parted conpany with it, but
as her arns lifted higher and stretched farther in front of her, the heavy chair was hoisted off
the floor by the tightening chain that circled behind her fromwist to

wist and wound through the vertical spindles behind the tie-on pad. Now she was lifting the table
in front and the chair at her back. The hard edge of the seat jammed agai nst her thighs, and the
curved pi ne headpi ece of the railed back pressed cruelly bel ow her shoul der bl ades, as the chair
began to act like a V-clanp to prevent her fromrising nuch further.

Nevert hel ess, Chyna squeezed against the table as she lifted it, separating herself fromthe
confining chair enough to be able to rise out

of her crouch just one nore inch, then one nore. At the extreme limts of strength and endurance,
she grunted loudly, rhythmically: "Unh, uh, uh, uh!"™ Sweat gl azed her face, stung her eyes, but
there was no light in the kitchen anyway, no reason she had to see what she was doing in order to
get it done. Her burning eyes didn't bother her; this was snall-tinme pain; but she felt as though
she was about to burst a blood vessel fromthe straining-or throwa clot off an artery wall and
recapture it deep in her brain.

Fear was with her again, for the first tine in hours, because even as she strai ned against the
tabl e, she couldn't hel p thinking about what Edgler Vess would do with her if he returned hone to
find her on the floor, dazed and i ncoherent froma stroke. Wth her mnd reduced to hasty pudding,
she woul d no | onger be the sophisticated toy she had been; she'd be insufficiently responsive to
provide himwith the requisite thrills when he tortured her. Then perhaps Vess would revert to the
crude turtle ganes of his youth. Maybe he would drag her into the backyard to set her on fire for
the pl easure of watching her craw jerkily in circles on crippled, blazing |inbs.

The table crashed onto its side hard enough to jar the dishes in the kitchen cabinets and rattle a
| oose pane in a w ndow.

Though she had been striving fiercely for precisely this result, she was so surprised by her
abrupt success that she didn't cry out in triunph. She | eaned against the curve of the tilted
tabl e and gasped for breath.

Half a minute later, when she tried to pull away, she discovered that the chain was still wapped
tightly around the barrel pedestal and that she renai ned encunbered.

She attenpted to tug it |oose. No luck. Dropping to her hands and knees, carrying the chair on her
back, she reached under the canted table, as though she were at the seashore and seeki ng shade
beneat h a gi ant beach unbrella. In the darkness she felt around the bottom of the barrel that
served as the pedestal, and she discovered that this part of the job was not yet finished.

The table was tipped on its side-like a mushroomwith a |arge cap, stemneeting the floor at an
angle. Gven the position fromwhich she'd had to work, she had not been able to tip it conpletely
over, with the pedestal straight up in the air. The bottomof the barrel, recessed inside a chine
hoop, was fully exposed; however, the tethering chain was trapped in the angl e between the floor
and the side of the barrel.

Lifting the chair with her, Chyna struggled to her feet but rose only to a crouch. She reached
down with both hands, hooked her fingers around the chine hoop, paused to gather her strength, and
pul | ed upward.

Al t hough she tried to hold her injured trigger finger out of the way, her sweaty hands slipped on
the painted iron hoop. She stubbed the fingertips of her right hand hard agai nst the rough bottom
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of the barrel, and such a brilliant pain flashed through her swollen index finger that she cried
out in dazzled agony.

For a while she hunched over, protectively holding her injured hand agai nst her breast, waiting
for the pain to subside. Eventually it faded sonewhat.

After blotting her hands on her jeans, she hooked her fingers around the chinme hoop once nore,
hesi tated, heaved, and the barrel pedestal cane off the floor half an inch, an inch. Wth her left
foot, she pawed at the loop of chain until she thought it was free, and then she let the pedesta
drop to the floor again

She scooted backward in her chair, and this tinme nothing i npeded her. The | oop of chain rattled
across the floor, no |onger anchoring her to the table.

Her chair bunped into the wall that separated the kitchen fromthe [ aundry room She hitched

si deways, out from behind the table, toward the w ndow, which was but a faint gray rectangle

bet ween the bl ackness of the unlighted kitchen and the slightly [ ess dark night.

Al t hough Chyna was far frombeing free, farther still from being safe, she was exhil arat ed,
because at | east she had done something. A headache like an endl ess incoming tide throbbed in
waves across her brow and along her right tenple, and the pain in her neck was savage. Her swollen
i ndex finger was a world of misery in itself. In spite of her thick socks, her ankles felt as

t hough they had been brui sed and abraded by the shackles, and her left wist stung where she had
skinned it while trying to yank the spindles out of the back of the chair. Her joints ached and
her muscles burned fromthe demands she had put on

them and she had a stitch in her left side that was pulling like a needle threaded with hot wre-
yet she was grinning and exhil arated.

When she was beside the wi ndow, she let the |l egs of her chair touch the floor. She sat down.

As her heartbeat slowed fromits frenzied hamering, Chyna | eaned back agai nst the cushion, stil
breat hi ng hard, and surprised

hersel f by | aughing. Misical, unexpectedly girlish laughter burst from her, an astoni shing giggle
part delight, part nervous relief.

She bl otted her sweat-stung eyes on one sl eeve of her cotton sweater, and then on the other

sl eeve. Wth her cuffed hands, she awkwardly snmoothed her short hair back from her brow, across
which it had fallen in danp |icks.

As a softer, nore subdued trill of l|aughter bubbled fromher, Chyna detected novenent out of the
coner of her right eye. She turned to the wi ndow, happily thinking, The elk.

A Doberman was staring at her. Few stars and, as yet, no nmoon shone between the torn clouds, and
the dog was oil black. Yet it was clearly visible, because its pointed face was only inches from
hers, with nothing between them except the glass. Its inky eyes were cold and nercil ess, sharklike
in their steadi ness and gl assy concentration. Inquisitively, it pressed its wet nose

agai nst the pane.

A thin whine escaped the Doberman, audi bl e even through the glass: neither a whinper of fear nor a
plea for attention, but a needful keening that perfectly expressed the killing passion in its
eyes.

Chyna was no | onger |aughing. The dog dropped fromthe wi ndow, out of sight. She heard its paws

t hunpi ng hol l owl y against the boards as it paced rapidly back and forth across the porch. Between
urgent whines, it made a | ow quarrel sone sound.

Then the dog junped into view, planting its broad forepaws on the w ndow stool, eye-to-eye with
her once nore. Agitated, it bared its long teeth threateningly, but it didn't bark or snarl

Per haps the sound of the water glass shattering on the floor or the crash of the table tipping
onto its side had carried into the backyard, and this Dobernman had been cl ose enough to hear. The
dog m ght have been standing at this window for a while, listening to Chyna alternately cursing
her bonds and encouragi ng herself as she had struggled to be free of the table; and certainly it
had heard her |aughter. Dogs had | ousy eyesight, and this one would not be able to see nore than
her face, nothing of the weckage. They had a phenonenal sense of smell, however, so naybe the
beast was able to detect the scent of her sudden exuberance through the barrier of glass-and was
al anned by that.

The wi ndow was about five or six feet long and four feet high, divided into two sliding panels.
Qobvi ously not part of the original ar-

chitecture, it appeared to have been installed during a relatively recent renodel. If there had
been nunerous small er panes separated by w de sturdy nullions of wood, Chyna would have been a | ot
nmore confident. But either of the two sheets of glass was |arge enough to adnmit the agitated
Doberman if it tried to smash through at her

Surely that woul dn't happen. The dogs had been trained to patrol the grounds, not to assault the
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house.

in the The bared teeth were pearly, vaguely |um nous, gray-white. gloom a w de but hunorl ess
smle.

Rat her than nmake any sudden provocative novenents, Chyna waited until the Doberman dropped from
the wi ndow agai n before she reached to the floor and picked up the | oop of excess chain to

avoid tripping over it. Listening to the dog paddi ng back and forth on

the porch, she rose into the Runpelstiltskin crouch that the burdening chair inposed. She edged
around the kitchen, staying close to the

wal I s and cabi nets, feeling her way as best she could while cuffed and hol ding the | oop of chain
in one hand. She shuffled her feet nmore than

her shackl es required, hoping to shove the broken drinking glass and the fragments of the plate
asi de rather than step on them

When she reached the doorway between the kitchen and the front room she found the |ight sw tches
but was reluctant to flip themup. d ancing back and seeing the Doberman at the w ndow again, she
wi shed that she could | eave the kitchen dark.

She needed to search the drawers, however, so she snapped on the overhead |ights. At the w ndow,
the Dobernman twitched, flattened its ears to its skull, inmediately pricked them again, found her
with its eyes, and fixed her with its gaze.

I gnoring the Dobernman, Chyna bent forward as far as her fetters would allow, hoisting the chair on
her back. She strove to reach the carabiner that |inked the shorter chain between her leg irons
with the longer chain that had encircled the table pedestal and that still wapped the stretcher
bars of the chair. But even free of the table, she was trammeled in such a way that she coul d not
put her fingers on this coupling.

She retraced her path along the cabi nets. She opened one drawer after another and studied the
contents.

When she passed the tel ephone jack in the wall, she paused to stare

at it, frustrated. If Edgler Vess had a |ife other than that of a "homci-

dal adventurer," actually held a job and nmintai ned any social life

what soever as a cover for his true nature, he would have a tel ephone; the jack wasn't nerely a
dead plug left by the previous owners of the house. He nust have hi dden the phone.

For a psychotic killer, raging out of control on one |level, Vess was

surprisingly careful and nethodi cal when it cane to covering his ass.

An agent of chaos, |eaving behind rubble in the Iives of others, he nev-

erthel ess kept his own affairs tidy and avoi ded m st akes.

She opened a few of the cupboard doors and peered into cabinets, but she found only pots, pans,

di shes, and gl asses. She soon gave up on the phone when she realized that Vess, having taken the
trouble to

unplug and conceal it, would have hidden it outside the kitchen and in a place where she was
unlikely to find it even if she'd had hours to devote to the search

She conti nued opening drawers. In the fourth, she discovered a

conpartnental i zed plastic tray containing a collection of small culinary tools and gadgets.

She parked the chair beside the open drawer and sat down. CQutside, the Doberman was paci ng again
paws t hunping faster than before, all but running back and forth on the porch, back and forth, and
whi ni ng | ouder as well. Chyna couldn't understand why it was still so agitated. She wasn't

br eaki ng di shes or overturning furniture any longer. She was quietly |ooking in drawers,
mnimzing the clatter of her chains, doing nothing to alarmthe dog. It seenmed to re-

alize that she was escaping, but that was inpossible; it was only an an-

imal; it couldn't understand the conmplexities of her situation. Only an

animal. Yet it raced worriedly fromend to end of the porch, junped to peer in the w ndow again
fixed her with its fierce black eyes, and seened to be saying, Get awayftomthe drawer, bitcb

She plucked a wooden- handl ed corkscrew fromthe drawer, exam

ined the spiraling point, and discarded it. A bottle opener. No. Potato peeler. Lenon-rind shaver
No. She found an eight-inch-long pair of heavy-duty tweezers, which Vess probably used to extract
olives and pickles and sinmilar itens fromtightly packed jars. The gripping bl ades of the tweezers
proved too large to be inserted into the tight keyhol es on her handcuffs, so she discarded them as
wel | .

Then she located the ideal item a five-inch-long steel pin, which she believed was called a
poultry strut. A dozen were fixed together by a tightly wound rubber band, and she pulled one

| oose. The pin was

rigid, about a sixteenth of an inch in dianeter, with a point at the end

file:/l/F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Koontz,%20Dean%20-%20Intensity.txt (105 of 146) [1/17/03 3:06:17 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/K oontz,%20D ean%20-%20I ntensity.txt

of the shank and a half-inch-w de eye loop at the top. Smaller struts were made for pinning shut
roasting chickens, but this one was for turkeys.

The thought of succul ent roasted turkey brought the snmell of it imediately to mnd. Chyna's nouth
wat er ed, and her stonach growl ed, and she wi shed that she'd eaten sone of the ham and cheese
sandwi ch Vess had made for her.

She held the strut between the thunb and the nmiddle digit of her right hand, sparing her swollen

i ndex finger, and slipped the point into the keyway on the | eft handcuff. Probing experinentally,
she produced a lot of small ticking and scraping sounds, trying to feel the I ock nechanismin the
gateway of the cuff.

She renenbered a novie in which the greatest psychotic killer and crim nal genius of his age

fashi oned a handcuff key out of the netal ink tube froma ballpoint pen and an ordi nary paper
clip. He sprang one cuff and then the other in about fifteen seconds, maybe ten, after which he
overpowered his two guards, killed them and cut the face off

one to wear as a disguise, although he used a penknife for the surgery, not the homenade handcuf f
key. Over the years, she had seen many other novies in which prisoners picked open cuffs and | eg
irons, and none of them had any nore training for it than she did.

Ten mnutes later, with her left cuff still securely |ocked, Chyna said, "Mvies are full of
shit."

She was so frustrated that her hand trenmbled and she couldn't control the strut. It jittered

usel essly in the tight keyway.

On the porch, the dog wasn't pacing as fast as it had paced earlier, but it was still disturbed.
Twice it clawed at the back door, once with considerable fervor, as if it thought it mght be able
to dig its way through the wood.

Chyna switched the strut to her left hand and worked on the right cuff for a while. Ticks, clicks,
scrapes, and squeaks. She was concentrating so intently on picking the tiny |ock that she was
sweating as copiously as when she had been struggling to overturn the heavy table.

Finally she threw the turkey strut on the floor, and it bounced pingping-ping across the tiles,
across a piece of the broken plate, and off a

shard of the water gl ass.

Per haps she could have freed herself in a wink if she had been the greatest psychotic killer and
crimnal genius of her age. But she was only a waitress and a psychol ogy student.

Even as inconveniently sane and | aw abi ding as she was, she m ght be able to pop the handcuffs off
her wists and the | arger shackles off her ankles with a nore suitable tool than the turkey strut,
but she woul d probably need hours to do it. She couldn't dedicate hours solely to the job of
freeing herself fromthe chair and chains, because once she was unfettered, there were nmany other
urgent tasks to be done before Vess returned.

She sl amed the drawer shut. Hol ding the chain out of her way and hauling the chair with her, she
got to her feet.

Wth a jangle worthy of the Ghost of Christmas Past, Chyna went to the door between the kitchen
and the living room

Behi nd her, at the window in the dining area, a weird screeching arose. She | ooked back and saw
that the bi g Doberman was scratching frantically at the glass with both forepaws. Its claws
squeaked down the pane with a sound as unsettling as fingernails dragged across a chal kboard.

She had intended to find her way into the dark living roomby the light spilling through the open
door, but the dog spooked her. While she'd picked at the cuff |ocks, the Doberman had grown
slightly calnmer, but nowit was as disturbed as ever. Hoping to calmit before it decided to
spring through the wi ndow, she turned off the overhead fluorescent panels.

Squeak- squeak- squeak. Cl aws, gl ass. Squeak-squeak. She eased across the threshold, |eaving the

ki tchen, and pushed the door shut behind her, bl ocking out the squeaking. Bl ocking out the damm

dog as well, in case it proved to be crazed enough to burst through the gl ass.
She felt along the wall. Evidently the only switches were on the other side of the room by the
front door.

The living roomseened to be blacker than the kitchen. The drapes were drawn over one of the two
expansi ve wi ndows that faced onto the front porch. The other w ndow was a barely defined gray
rectangle that adnmitted no nore |ight than had the doubl e-pane slider in the kitchen

Chyna stood notionless, taking tine to orient herself, trying to recall the furnishings. She had
been in the roomonly once before, briefly, and the space had been clotted with shadows. Wen she
had

entered fromthe front porch this norning, the kitchen door had been sonewhat to her left in the
back wal . The handsone sofa with ball feet, covered in a tartan-plaid fabric, had been to the
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right, which would put it, now, to her left as she faced toward the front of the house. Rustic oak
end tables had flanked the | arge sofa-and on each

end tabl e had been a | anp.

Trying to hold this clear inmage of the roomin her nmind, she hobbled warily through the darkness,
afraid of falling over a chair or a footstool or a nagazine rack. Swaddl ed in chains and under the
wei ght of the chair, she would be unable to check her fall in a natural manner and m ght be so
twi sted by her shackles that she would break an ankle or even a |eg.

Wher eupon, Edgl er Vess woul d cone hone, di smayed by the ness

and di sappoi nted that she had damaged herself before he'd had a

chance to play with her. Then either there would be turtle ganes or he woul d experinent with her
fractured linb to teach her to enjoy pain.

The first thing she bunped into was the sofa, and she did not fall. Sliding her hand al ong the
uphol stered back, she sidled to the left until she came to the end table. She reached out and
found the |l anp shade, the wire ribs beneath the taut cloth.

She funbl ed around the shell of the socket and then aroundt @

c base of the lanp itself. As her fingers finally pinched the rotary swi ch she was suddenly
certain that a strong hand was going to conme out of the darkness and cover hers, that Vess had
crept back into the house, that he was sitting on the sofa only inches fromher. Wth anusenent,
he had been listening to her struggles, sitting like a fat, patient spider in his tartan-plaid
web, anticipating the pleasure of shattering her

rrrr

hopes when at | ast she hobbled this far. The light would blink on, and Vess would sm | e and w nk
at her and say, Intense.

The switch was a nub of ice between thunb and finger. Frozen to

her skin.

Heart drumming like the wings of a frantic fettered bird, the beats so hard that they prevented
her |ungs from expanding, the pulse in her throat swelling so |arge that she was unable to
swal | ow, Chyna broke her paralysis and clicked the switch. Soft |ight washed the room

Edgl er Vess was not on the sofa. Not in an arnthair. Not anywhere in the room She exhal ed

expl osively, with a shudder that rattled her chains, and | eaned agai nst the sofa, and gradually
her fluttering heart grew cal ner

After those gray hours of depression during which she had been enotionally dead, she was energized
by this siege of terror. If she ever suffered a killing bout of cardiac arrhythm a, the nere

t hought of Vess would be nore effective at junp-starting her heart than the electrical paddles of
a defibrillation machine. Fear proved that she had cone

back to life and that she had found hope again

She shanbled to the gray river-rock fireplace that extended fromfloor to ceiling across the
entire north wall of the room The deep hearth in the center wasn't raised, which would nmake her
wor k easi er.

She had consi dered going down to the cellar, where earlier she had

seen a workbench, to exanm ne the saws that were surely in Vess's tool collection. But she had

qui ckly ruled out that solution

Descendi ng the steep cellar steps while hobbled, festooned with steel chains, and carrying the
heavy pine chair on her back would be a stunt not quite equivalent to |eaping the Snake River
Gorge on a

rocket - power ed notorcycl e, perhaps, but undeniably risky. She was

noderately confident of naking her way to the bottomw thout pitching forward and cracki ng her
skul'l like an eggshell on the con-

crete or breaking a leg in thirty-six places-but far fromentirely con-

fident. Her strength wasn't what it ought to have been, because she hadn't eaten much in the past
twenty-four hours and because she had al ready been through an exhausting physical ordeal
Furtherrmore, all her separate pains nade her shaky. Atrip to the cellar seened sinple enough, but
under these circunstances, it would be equivalent to an acrobat sl uggi ng down four double martinis
bef ore wal ki ng the high wre.

Besi des, even if she could find a sharp-toothed saw small enough to be easily handl ed, she

woul dn't be able to use it at an angle that would allow her to bear down with effective force. To
free the lower chain fromthe chair, she would have to cut through all three of the horizonta
stretcher bars between the chair |egs, each of which was an

inch or an inch and a half in diameter, around which the |inks were

wound. To acconplish this, she would have to sit, bend forward, and saw backward under the chair.
Even if the upper chain had sufficient slack to allow her to reach down far enough for the task,
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whi ch she doubted, she would only be able to scrape feebly at the wood. Wth luck, she'd whittle
through the third stretcher sometine in the late spring. Then she would have to turn her attention
to the five sturdy spindles in the back of the chair to free the upper chain, and not even

a carnival contortionist born with rubber bones could get at themw th a saw while pinioned as
Chyna was.

Hacki ng through the steel chains was inpossible. She would be able to get at themfrom an angle
better than that from which she could approach the stretcher bars between the chair |egs. But Vess
wasn't likely to own saw bl ades that could carve through steel, and Chyna definitely didn't have
the necessary strength.

She was resigned to nore prinmitive neasures than saws. And she was worried about the potential for
i njury and about how pai nful the process of |iberation mnmght be.

On the mantel, the bronze stags | eaped perpetually, antlers to antlers, over the round white face
of the clock.

Ei ght m nutes past seven. She had al nbst five hours until Vess returned. O nmybe not.

He had said that he woul d be back as soon after nidnight as possible, but Chyna had no reason to
suppose that he'd been telling the truth. He mght return at ten o' clock. O eight o' clock. O ten
m nut es from now.

She shuffled onto the floor-1evel flagstone hearth and then to the right, past the firebox and the
brass andiron, past the deep mantel. The entire wall flanking the fireplace was snooth gray river
rockjust the hard surface that she needed.

Chyna stood with her left side toward the rock, tw sted her upper body to the left as far as
possi bl e without turning her feet, in the manner of an Aynpic athlete preparing to toss a discus,
and then swung sharply and forcefully to the right. This maneuver threw the chairon her back-in
the opposite direction fromher body and slammed it into the wall. It clattered against the rock
rebounded with a ringing of chains, and thudded agai nst her hard enough to hurt her shoul der

ribs, and hip. She tried the sane trick again, putting even nore energy into it, but after the
second tine, she was able to judge by the sound that she woul d, at best, scar the finish and chip
a few slivers out of the pine. Hundreds of these | ane bl ows might denolish the chair in tine, turn
it into kindling; but before she hammered it against the rock that often, suffering the recoi

each tine, she would be a bruised and bl oodi ed nmess, and her bones would splinter, and her joints
woul d separate like the links in a pop-bead neckl ace.

By swi nging the chair as though she were a dog wagging its tail, she couldn't get the requisite
force behind it. She had been afraid of

this. As far as she could deternine, there was only one other approach that mi ght work-but she
didn't like it.

Chyna | ooked at the mantel clock. Only two mnutes had passed since the last tinme she'd glanced at
it.

Two mnutes was nothing if she had until mdnight, but it was a

di sastrous waste of time if Vess was on his way hone right now. He mght be turning off the public
road, through the gate, into his long private driveway this very nonment, the |ying bastard, having
set her up to believe that he would be gone until after mdnight, then sneaking back early to-

She was baking a nourishing | oaf of panic, plunp and yeasty, and if she allowed herself to eat a
single slice, then she'd gorge on it. This

was an appetite she didn't dare indulge. Panic wasted tine and energy.

She must remain calm To free herself fromthe chair, she needed to use her body as if it

were a pneumatic ram and she woul d have to endure serious pain. She was already in severe pain
but what was comi ng woul d be worse-

devastating-and it scared her

Surely there was another way. She stood listening to her heart and to the hollow ticking of the
mant el cl ock.

If she went upstairs first, naybe she would find a tel ephone and be able to call the police. They
woul d know how to deal with the Dobermans. They woul d have the keys to get her out of the shackles
and manacl es. They would free Ariel too. Wth that one phone call, all burdens would be lifted
from her.

But she knew in her heart-the old friend intuition-that she was not going to find any tel ephones
upstairs either. Edgler Vess was un-

failingly thorough. A phone would be in service in the house whenever he was home-but not when he
was away. He might actually unplug the unit and take it with himeach tine he left.

Trammel ed, unbal anced by the chair and therefore dangerously clumsy, Chyna would be risking a
crippling fall if she clinbed the stairs. She would face an even greater risk when, after finding
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no tel ephone, she had to cone back down again. And in the process, she would have wasted precious
time.

Turni ng her back to the river-rock wall, she shuffled six feet fromit, stopped, closed her eyes,
and gat hered her courage.

Possi bly one of the spindles in the rail-back chair would crack apart and be driven forward. The
splintered end would puncture the

tie-on cushion or slip past it and then skewer her, back to front, straight through her guts.
More |ikely, she'd sustain a spinal injury. Wth all the force of the inpact directed against the
| ower half of the chair, the legs of it would be driven into her |egs; the upper half would first
pul | away from herthen recoil and snap hard agai nst her upper back or neck. The spindl es were
fixed between the seat and the wi de slab of radius-cut pine that served as the headrail, and the
headrail was so solid that it would do major damage if it cracked into her cervical vertebrae with
sufficient force. She mght wind up on the living-roomfloor, under the chair and chai ns,

paral yzed fromthe neck down.

Sonet . she brooded about possibilities too nuch, dwelt be- ,07es

30, on all the nyriad ways that any situation or any relationship could go terribly wong. This
was al so a result of having spent her childhood hiding on the wong side of bedsprings, waiting
for either the fighting or the partying to stop

For a while when Chyna was seven, she and her nother had stayed with a man naned Zack and a woman
naned Menphis in a ram

shackl e ol d farnmhouse not far from New Ol eans, and one night two

men had cone to visit, carrying a Styrofoam cool er, and Menphis had killed themless than five

m nutes after they arrived. The visitors had been in the kitchen, sitting at the table. One of
them had been tal king to Chyna and the other had been twi sting the cap off a bottle of beerwhen
Menphis withdrew a gun fromthe refrigerator and shot both nmen in the head, one after the other
so fast that the second one didn't even have tine to dive for cover before she put a round in his
face. As slippery and quick as a skink, Chyna fled, certain that Menphis had gone crazy and woul d
kill themall. She hid in a drift of |oose hay in

the barn loft. During the hour that the adults took to find her, she so

often visualized her own face dissolving with the inpact of a bullet that every inage in her
mnd' s eye-even fleeting glinpses of the Wld Wod to which she could not quite escape-was
entirely in shades of red, wet red.

But she had survived that night. She had been surviving for a long tine. Eternity. And she would
survive this too-or die trying. Wthout opening her eyes, Chyna hurtled backward as fast as her
leg irons would allow, and in spite of her fear, she figured that she nmust be at |east a sonewhat
com c sight, because she had to shuffle frantically to build speed, had to throw herself toward
spinal injury in

quick little baby steps. But then she slanmed into the rocks, and there was not hi ng what soever
funny about that.

She' d been bent forward slightly to lift the legs of the chair behind her and to ensure that they,
rather than another part of it, would strike first and take the hard initial blow. Wth her entire
wei ght behind the assault, there was a satisfyingly splintery thwack on inpact-and the pine |egs
were jamed painfully into the backs of her |egs. Chyna stunbled forward, and the upper part of
the chair whiplashed into her neck, as she had expected, and she was knocked off bal ance. She

dropped to her knees on the flagstone hearth and fell forward with the chair still on her back
hurting in too many places to bother taking an inventory.
Hobbl ed, she couldn't get to her feet unless she was gri ppi ng somet hing. She crawled to the

nearest arnchair and pulled herself up, grunting with effort and pain.

She didn't like pain the way Vess clainmed to like it, but she wasn't going to bitch about it
either. At least she could still craw and stand. No spinal injury yet. Better to feel pain than
nothing at all.

The I egs of the chair and the stretcher bars between the | egs seened to be intact. But judging by
the sound of the inpact, she had weakened t hem

Starting eight feet fromthe wall this tinme, Chyna shuffled backward as fast as she could, trying
to ramthe chair legs into the rock at

the sane angl e as before. She was rewarded with a distinctive crackthe sound of splintering wood,
though it felt Iike shattering bone.

A dam of pain burst inside her. Cold currents dragged her down, but she resisted the undertow with
the desperate determ nation of a sw nmer struggling agai nst a drowni ng darkness.

She hadn't been knocked off her feet this tinme. She shuffled forward. Not pausing to catch her
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breath, still hunched to ensure that the chair | egs would take the brunt of the inmpact, she
charged backward into the rock wall.

Chyna woke facedown on the floor in front of the hearth, aware that she must have been unconsci ous
for a mnute or two.

The carpet was as cold and undul ant as noving water. She wasn't floating in it but glimrering
along the rippled surface, as though she were coppery spangl es of sunlight or the dark reflection
of a cloud.

The worst pain was in the back of her head. She nust have struck it agai nst sonething.
She felt so nuch better when she didn't think about her pain or her problems, when she sinply
accepted that she was nothing nore than a cl oud shadow riding on the mirrored surface of a rolling

river, as insubstantial as the purling patterns on noving water, gliding away, |liquid and cool
away, away.
Ariel. In the cellar. Among the watchful dolls. | amny sister@keeper Sonmehow she got to her

hands and knees. She heard the hollow thunp of paws on the front porch floor. Wen she pulled
herself to her feet against an arnthair, she | ooked at the wi ndow that wasn't covered by drapes.
Two Dober mans were

standing with their forepaws on the windowsill, staring at her, their eyes radiant yellow wth
reflections of the soft amber light fromthe lanmp on the end table.

At the base of the stone wall was one of the rear |legs of the chair. That |ength of turned pine
was all jagged splinters at the thicker end, where it had been fixed to the underside of the seat.
Bristling fromthe side of it at a ninety-degree angle was the one-inch stretcher bar that had
connected it to the other rear |eg.

The | ower chain was nore than half free. On the porch, one dog paced. The other still watched
Chyna. She worked the upper chain to the left through the spindles at her back, draw ng her right
hand behi nd her head, to provide as much slack as possible for her |eft hand. Then she reached
down to her left, under the chair armand then under the thick slab seat, feeling for the |egs.
The left rear | eg was gone, obviously the one on the floor by the wall. The side stretcher stil
extended fromthe left front leg, but with the rear leg gone, it no |onger connected to anything,
and the chain had slipped off it.

When she worked the upper chain to the right, to be able to feel under the chair with that hand,
she discovered that the other rear leg was slightly | oose. She pulled, pushed, and tw sted, trying
to break it off. But she couldn't get adequate |everage, and the leg was still too firmy attached
to succunb to her efforts.

No stretcher bar had ever linked the two front |egs. Now the | ower chain was prevented from
slipping entirely free only by the stretcher bar between the legs on the right side.

Once nore she charged backward hard, into the rock. Bl azing pain exploded through her entire body,
and she was al nost bl own away. But when the right rear leg didn't snap | oose, she said, "Hell,
no," refusing to surrender to hurt, to exhaustion, to anything, anything, and she hobbl ed forward
and then | aunched hersel f backward once nore. Wod

split with a dry crackle, broken turnings of pine clattered off flagstones, and with a bright
ringing, the lower chain fell free of the chair.

Bendi ng forward, dizzy, filled with a whirling darkness, shaking violently, she |eaned with both
hands on the back of the big | eather arm

chair. She was half sick with pain and with fear of what danage she m ght have done to her body,
wonder i ng about fractured vertebrae and internal bl eeding.

Squeak- squeak- squeak. One of the dogs clawed at the w ndow gl ass. Squeak-squeak. Chyna wasn't free
yet. She was still chained to the upper half of the chair.

The four spindles between the headrail and the seat were thinner than the stretcher bars between
the legs, so they ought to break nore easily than those bars had broken. She hadn't been able to
keep the chair legs fromnmercilessly hanmmering the backs of her knees and her

thighs, but for this part of the operation, the tie-on foam cushion between her and the spindles
shoul d provide her with sonme protection

A pair of floor-to-ceiling rock pilasters flanked the firebox and supported the six-inch slab of

| ami nated maple that served as the nmantel. They were curved, and it seened to Chyna that the
radi us would help focus the inpact on one or two spindles at a time instead of spreading, it
across the four.

She nmoved the heavy andiron out of the way. She pushed aside a

brass rack of fireplace tools. The lifting and shoving nade her head spin and her stomach churn
and a hundred agoni es assail ed her.

She no | onger dared to think about what she was doing. She just did it, past courage now, past
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consi deration and cal cul ation, driven by a blind aninmal determination to be free.

This time, she didn't hunch over; as far as she was able, she stood straight and ramed backward
into the pilaster. The cushion did pro-

vide protection, but not enough. She was suffering so many contusi ons, wenched nuscles, and
battered bones that the jarring bl ow woul d have been devastating even if it had been twi ce as well
padded,

like the tap of a dentist's rubber hammer on a rotten tooth in need of a root-canal job. Right now
every joint in her body seemed to be a rotten tooth. She didn't pause, because she was afraid that
all of those pains, pulsing at once, would soon shake her to the floor, shake her apart, so she
woul d never be able to pull herself together and get up. She was rapidly running out of resources,
and with a black tide |apping at the edges of her vision, she was al so running out of tine.
Howling with misery in expectation of the pain, she rammed backward and screaned when the bl ow
rattled her bones like dice in a cup. Agony. But imediately she threw herself into the pilaster
again, chains jangling, and again, wood splintering, and again, scream ng, Jesus, unable to stop
screaning and frightened by her own cries, while the vigilant dogs nade that needful keening at
the wi ndow, and yet

once nore backward, hammering herself into the rock

Then she was again facedown on the floor w thout renmenbering how she had gotten there, racked by
dry heaves because there was

nothing in her stomach to throw up, gagging on a vile taste in the back of her nouth, hands

cl enched agai nst the very thought of defeat, feeling snall and weak and pitiful, shuddering,
shudderi ng.

The shudders gradual |y di m ni shed, however, and the carpet began to undul ate, pleasantly coo
beneat h her, and she was a cl oud shadow on fast-noving waters. The sun-hal oed shadow and the
fathom ess water noved in the sane direction, always in the sane direction, onward and forever,
swift and silken, toward the edge of the world and then off into a void, flowing still, so dark
Expecting dogs, Chyna woke fromred dreans of refrigerator-chilled guns and expl odi ng heads, but
there were no dogs. She was alone in the living room and all was quiet. The Dobermans were not
paddi ng back and forth on the porch, and when she was finally able to Iift her head, she saw no
dogs at the undraped w ndow.

They were outside, cal ner now because they realized that their tinme would cone. Watchi ng the door
and wi ndows. Waiting to see her face. Alert for the snick of a latch, the rasp of a hinge.

She was in so nmuch pain that she was surprised to have regai ned consci ousness. She was nore
surprised that her head was cl ear

One pain was separate fromand nore urgent than all her other distresses. Unlike the agonies of
tortured bones and muscles, this painful pressure could be relieved easily, and she wouldn't even
have to put herself through the gruesone ordeal of noving fromwhere she lay. "Hell no," she
munbl ed, and slowly she sat up.

Getting to her feet, she disturbed deep hurts that had slept as |ong as she had been Iying on the
floor but woke as soon as she began to rise: grindings in her bones and hot flares in her nuscles.
Some were intense enough, at least initially, to nmake her fteeze and gasp for breath, but by the
time she was standing tall, she knew there was no

single pain so terrible that it would cripple her; and while the burden of her conbi ned agonies
was daunting, she was going to be able to

carry it.

She didn't have to carry the heavy chair any longer. It lay on the floor around her in fragnents
and splinters, and none of her chains was encunbered by it.

According to the nantel clock, the time was three mnutes till eight, which unsettled her. The

| ast she remenbered, it had been ten minutes past seven. She wasn't sure how | ong she had taken to
break free fromthe chair, but she suspected that she had | ain unconscious for half an hour

per haps | onger. The sweat had dried on her body, and her hair was only slightly danp at the nape
of her neck, so half an hour was probably correct. This realization made her feel weak and
uncertain again.

If Vess could be believed, Chyna still had four hours until he re-

turned. But there was much to be done, and four hours mght not be time enough

Chyna sat on the edge of the sofa. Freed fromthe pine dining chair, she was at |last able to reach
the carabiner on the short chain between her ankles. This steel coupling connected the shorter
chain to the | onger one that had wapped the chair and the table pedestal. After screw ng open the
nmetal sleeve to reveal the gate in the carabi ner, she disconnected herself fromthe | onger chain.
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Her ankl es remai ned cuffed, and on her way to the stairs to the second floor, she still had to
shuffle.
She switched on the stairwell light and | aboriously clinbed the narrow stairs, noving first her

|l eft foot and then her right onto each tread. Because of the hobbling chain, she was unable to
ascend one foot per tread, step over step, as she normally would have done, and her progress was
sl ow.

She kept a two-hand grip on the handrail. Wth the heavy chair gone from her back, she was no

| onger precariously bal anced, but she remained wary of tripping in her fetters.

Past the |anding, halfway up the second flight, all of her pains and the fear of falling and the
hot pressure in her bladder conbined to double her over with severe stonach cranps. She | eaned
against the wall of the stairwell, clutching the handrail, suddenly sheathed in sour sweat,
nmoani ng | ow and wordlessly in nmisery. She was certain that she was going to pass out, tunble
backward, and break her neck.

But the cranps passed, and she continued clinbing. Soon she reached the second fl oor.

She switched on the hall light and found three doors. Those to the left and right were closed, but
the one at the end of the hallway stood open, revealing a bathroom

In the bathroom although her hands were nmanacl ed and trenbling badly, she nanaged to unbuckl e her
belt, unbutton her jeans,

unzi p, and skin down jeans and panties. Sitting, she was hit by nore

waves of cranps, and these were markedly nore vicious than those she had endured on the stairs.
She had refused to wet herself at the kitchen table, as Vess had wanted her to do, refused to be
reduced to that degree of hel pl essness. Now she coul dn't nake water, though she desperately wanted
to do that-needed to do it to stop the cranpsand she wondered if she had held out so long that a
bl adder spasm was

pi nching off the flow. Such a thing was possible, and abruptly the cranps grew nore severe, as if
confirmng her diagnosis. She felt as if her guts were being rolled through a winger-but then the
cranps passed and relief cane.

Wth the sudden fl ood, she was surprised to hear herself say, "Chyna Shepherd, untouched and alive
and able to pee." Then she was simultaneously | aughing and sobbing, not with relief but with a

wei rd sense of triunph.

Getting free of the table, shattering and shaking off the chair, and not wetting her pants seened,
together, to be an act of endurance and of courage equivalent to setting foot on the moon with the
first astronauts to | and there, slogging through blinding blizzards to the Pole with Admra

Peary, or storning the beaches of Normandy agai nst the mght of the German arny. She | aughed at
hersel f, laughed until tears

spilled down her face; nevertheless, she still felt that degree of triunph. She knew how snmall -
even pathetic-her triunph was, but she felt that it was big. "Rot in Hell," she said to Edgler
Vess, and she hoped that sorme-

day she woul d have the chance to say it to his face just before she pulled a trigger and bl ew him
out of this world.

She had so much pain in her back fromthe battering that she'd en-

dured, especially | ow around her kidneys, that when she was done, she checked in the toilet bow
for blood. She was relieved to see that her urine was clear

dancing in the mirror above the sink, however, she was shocked by her reflection. Her short hair
was tangled and lank with sweat. The right side of her face along the jaw seenmed to be sneared
with a purple ink, but when she touched it, she discovered that this was the trailing edge of a
bruise that nottled that entire side of her neck. Wiere it wasn't bruised or sneared with dirt,
her skin was gray and grainy, as

if she had been suffering through a long and difficult illness. Her right eye was fiery, no white
visible any nore: just the dark iris and the darker pupil floating in an elliptical pool of blood.
Bot h the bl oodi ed

eye and the clear left eye gazed back at her with a haunted expression so unnerving that she
turned away from her own reflection in confusion and fear

The face in the mirror was that of a wonan who had already | ost some battle. It wasn't the face of
a W nner.

Chyna tried to press that dispiriting thought out of her m nd at once. Wat she had seen was the
face of a fighter-no longer the face of a nere survivor, but afighter Every fighter sustained sone
puni shment, both physical and enotional. Wthout angui sh and agony, there

was no hope of wi nning.

She shuffled fromthe bathroomto the door on the right side of the upstairs hall, which opened
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onto Vess's bedroom Sinple furniture and a mininumof it. A neatly nade bed with a beige chenille
spread. No paintings. No bibelots or decorative accessories. No books or nagazi nes, or any
newspapers fol ded open to crossword puzzles. This was nothing nore than a place to sleep, not a
room where he lingered or lived.

Where he truly lived was in the pain of others, in a stormof death, in the cal meye of the storm
where all was orderly but where the wind how ed on every side.

Chyna checked the nightstand drawers for a gun but didn't find one. She found no phone either

The large wal k-in closet was ten feet deep and as wi de as the bedroom essentially a roomof its
own. At a glance, the closet held nothing useful to her. She was sure to di scover sonething
worthwhile if she searched, maybe even a well-hidden gun. But there were built-in cabinets with

| aden shel ves and packed drawers, and boxes were

stacked on boxes; she would need hours to pore through everything. Mre urgent tasks awaited her.
She enptied the dresser drawers on the floor, but they contained only socks, under-wear, sweaters,
sweatshirts, and a fewrolled belts. No guns.

Across the hall from Vess's bedroomwas a Spartan study. Bare walls. Blackout blinds instead of
drapes. On two | ong worktabl es stood two conputers, each with its own |aser printer. O the numer-
ous itens of conputer-related equi pment, she could identify sone but was nystified by others.

Bet ween the long tables was an office chair. The floor was not carpeted; the bare wood was
exposed, evidently to nake it easier for Vess to roll between tables.

The drab, utilitarian roomintrigued her. She sensed that it was an

i mportant place. Tine was precious, but there was sonething here worth pausing to exam ne

She sat in the chair and | ooked around, bew | dered. She knew that the world was w red these days,
even into the hinterlands, but it seened odd to find all this high-tech equipnent in such a renote
and rustic house.

Chyna suspected that Vess was set up to enter the Internet, but there was no phone or nodemin
sight. She spotted two unused phone jacks in the baseboard. Hi s meticul ous security procedures had
served himwell again; she was stym ed.

VWhat did he do here? On one of the tables were six or eight ring-bound notebooks with colorfu
covers, and she opened the nearest. The binder was divided into five sections, each with the nane
of an agency of the federal governnent. The first was the Social Security Adninistration. The
pages were filled with what seened to be notes from Vess to hinself regarding the trial-and-error
nmet hod by which he had hacked his way into the adm nistration's data files and had | earned to
mani pul ate them The second divider was |abeled U S. DEPT OF STATE ( PASSPORT AGENCY), and judgi ng
by the foll owing notes, Vess was engaged in an inconplete experinment to deternine if, by a
byzantine route, he might be able to enter and control the Passport Agency's conputerized records
wi t hout bei ng detected.

Part of what he was doing, evidently, was preparing for the day when he slipped up in his
"honi ci dal adventuring" and required new identities.

Chyna didn't believe, however, that Vess's only projects were the altering of his public records
and the obtaining of fake ID. She was

troubled by the feeling that this room contained i nformati on about Vess that could be of vita

i mportance to her own survival if only she knew where to | ook for it.

She put down the notebook and swiveled in the chair to face the second conputer. Under one end of
this table stood a two-drawer file cabnmet. She opened the top drawer and saw Pendafl ex hangi ng
files with blue tags; each tag featured a person's nane, with the surnanme first.

Each fol der contained a twd-sheet dossier on a different |awenforcenment officer, and after a
couple of minutes of investigation, Chyna decided that they were deputies with the sheriffs
departrment in the very county in which Vess's house was | ocated. These dossiers

provided all vital statistics on the officers plus information about their fanmilies and their
personal lives. A Xerox of each deputy's official |ID photo was al so attached.

Did the freak see some advantage in collecting information on all the | ocal cops as insurance

agai nst the day when he nmight find hinself in a standoff with then? This effort seenmed excessive
even for one as neticul ous as Edgler Vess; on the other hand, excess was his philosophy.

The | ower drawer of the filing cabinet contained manila fol ders as

well. The tabs of these also featured names, |ike those in the upper drawer, but only surnamnes.

In the first folder, |abeled ALnEs, Chyna found a full-page enlargenent of the California driver's
license of an attractive young bl onde nanmed M a Lorinda Al mes. Judging by the exceptional clarity,
it wasn't a Xerox blowup of the original license but a digitized data transm ssion received on a
phone line, through a conmputer, and reproduced on a high-quality laser printer

The only other items in the fol der were six Polaroid photographs of Ma Lorinda Almes. The first
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two were close-ups fromdifferent angles. She was beautiful. And terrified.

This file drawer was Edgler Vess's equivalent of a scrapbook. Four nore Polaroids of Ma Al nmes.
Don't | ook. The next two were full-body shots. The young woman was naked in both. Manacl ed.

Chyna cl osed her eyes. But opened them She was conpelled to

| ook, perhaps because she was deternmi ned not to hide from anything any nore.

In the fifth and sixth photos, the young woman was dead, and in the last her beautiful face was
gone as if it had been blown off or sheared away.

The fol der and the photographs fluttered from Chyna's hands to the floor, where they clicked

*agai nst the wood and spun and were still. She hid her face in her hands.

She wasn't trying to block fromher mnd the gruesone i nage on

the snapshot. Instead, she was striving to repress a nineteen-year-old nenory of a farnhouse
outside New Oleans, two visitors with a Styrofoam cooler, a gun taken fromthe refrigerator, and
the cold accu-

racy with which a worman nanmed Menphis had fired two rounds.

Menory, however, always has its way. The visitors, who' d done business with Zack and Menphis
before, had been there to make a drug purchase. The cooler had been filled with packets of hundred-
dollar bills. Maybe Zack didn't have the promi sed shi pnent, or nmaybe he and Menphis just needed
nor e

nmoney than they could get froma sale; whatever the reason, they had decided to rip off the two
nmen.

After the gunfire, Chyna had hidden in the barn loft, certain that Menphis would kill themall.
When Menmphis and Anne found her, she fought thembitterly. But she was only seven years old and no
match for them Wth ows hooting in alarmand taking flight fromthe rafters, the wonen dragged
Chyna out of the mice-infested hay and carried her to the house.

Zack had been gone by then, having taken the bodi es el sewhere, and Menphis had cl eaned up the

bl ood in the kitchen while Anne had forced Chyna to drink a shot of whiskey. Chyna didn't want the
whi skey, sealed her |ips against it, but Anne said, "You're a weck, for Christ's sake, you can't
stop bl ubbering, and one shot isn't going to hurt you. This is what you need, kiddo, trust Mang,
this is what you need. A shot of good whiskey will break a fever, you know, and what you' ve got
now is a kind of fever. Cone on, you little wuss, it's not poison. Jesus, you can be a whiny
little shit sometines. Either you drink it quick, or I'Il hold you down and pi nch your nose shut,
and Menphis will pour it in when you open your mouth to breathe. That how you want it?" So Chyna
drank the whi skey, and then took a second shot with a few ounces of m |k when her nother decided
that she needed it. The booze nade her dizzy and strange but did not cal m her

She had appeared cal ner to them because, good little fisher that she was, she'd caught her fear
and reeled it inside, where they could not see it. Even by the age of seven, she had begun to
understand that a show of fear was dangerous, because others interpreted it as weakness, and there
was no place in this world for the weak.

Later that night, Zack had returned with whi skey on bis breath too. He was exuberant, in a raucous
and cel ebratory nmood. He cane straight to Chyna and hugged her, kissed her on the cheek, took her
by the hands and tried to make her dance with him "That bastard Bobby, the last time he was here,
1 knew by the way he couldn't take his eyes off Chyna that he was hot for little girls, a genuine
si cko, so

toni ght he wal ks in and his tongue just about uncurls to his knees

when tie sees nen You couia,ve snot tne geek l1llalt a dozen tines, Menphis, before he mght've

noti ced!" Bobby had been the man sitting at the kitchen table, talking to Chyna, his beautifu

gray eyes fixed intently on her, speaking directly to her in a way that few adults; ever spoke to
ki ds, asking whether she liked kittens or puppies best and did she want to grow up to be a fanous
nmovi e star or a nurse or a doctor or what, when Menphis shot himin the head. "The way our Chyna
girl was dressed," Zack said excitedly, "Bobby just about totally forgot anyone el se was here."
The ni ght was hot and swanp-hum d, and before the visitors arrived, Chyna's nother nade her change
out of her shorts and T-shirt into a brief yellow bikini swinmsuit: "But only the bottons because,
child, you're going to get heatstroke in this weather." Al though only seven, Chyna was ol d enough
to feel peculiar about going bare-chested, even if she didn't quite know why she felt that way.
She' d gone bare-chested when she was younger, even just the previuas sumrer, when she was six; and
it was an awfully hot, sticky night. Wen Zack said that the way she was dressed had sonething to
do with Bobby's forgetting that anyone else was in the room Chyna didn't uriderstand what he
meant. Years |l ater, when she did understand, she bad confronted her nother with it. Anne had

| aughed and said, "Ch, baby, don't get self-righteous on ne. We get al ong by using what we've got,
and one sure thing we girls have is our bodies. You were the perfect distraction. Anyway, poor
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dunb ol d Bobby never touched you, did he? He just got to gawk at you a little, that's all, while
Menmphi s went for the gun. Don't forget, sweetie, we were cut in for a piece of that pie and |ived
well onit for a while.” And Chyna had wanted to say, 8ut you used nme, you put me rigbt there in
front of bimwbere Id see bis bead cone apart, and | was only seven

Al'l these years later, in Edgler Vess's study, she could still hear the crash of the shot and see
Bobby's face explode; the nmenory was as vivid as ever it had been. She didn't know what gun
Menphi s used, but the ammunition nust have been hi gh-caliber holl ow point |ead wadcutters that
expanded on inpact, because the damage they inflicted had been trenmendois.

She | owered her hands from her face and | ooked at the open file cabinet. Vess bad used three
formats of folders, with staggered tab placenent, so it was easy for Chyna to see all the names
along the length of the drawer. Mich farther back fromthe Alnes file was one | abel ed TEMPLETON
She pushed the drawer shut with her foot. She'd found too nmuch in this study-yet nothing hel pful
Bef ore | eaving the second floor, she turned off all the lights. If Vess cane honme early, before
Chyna could get away with Ariel, the lights would warn himthat sonething was am ss. He woul d be
lull ed by darkness, however, and as he crossed the threshold, she m ght have one | ast chance to
kill him

She hoped it wouldn't cone to that. In spite of her fantasies of pulling the trigger on Vess,
Chyna didn't want to have to confront himagain, even if she found a shotgun and | oaded it herself
and had an opportunity to test fire it before he arrived. She was a survivor, and she

was a fighter, but Vess was nore than either: as unreachable as stars, sonething cone down froma
hi gh darkness. She was no match for him and she didn't want another chance to prove it.

One tread at a tine, balanced agai nst the handrail, as fast as she dared, Chyna went down to the
living room None of the Dobermans was at the undraped w ndow.

The mantel clock put the tine at twenty-two mnutes past eight, and suddenly the night seenmed to
be a sled on a slope of ice, picking up speed.

She extingui shed the | anp and shuffled through darkness to the kitchen. There she turned on the
fluorescent lights, only to avoid tripping in the debris, falling, and cutting herself on broken
gl ass.

No Dobernmans were on the back porch either. At the window, only the night waited.

Entering the wi ndowl ess laundry room she shut off the kitchen lights behind her and pulled the
door shut.

Down to the cellar, then, to the workbench and cabinets that she had seen earlier

In the tall metal cabinets with the vent slits in the doors, she found cans of paint and | acquer
pai nt brushes, and drop cloths folded as precisely as fine linen sheets. One entire cabi net was
filled with thick pads from which dangl ed bl ack | eather straps with chrone-pl ated buckl es; she
didn't have any idea what they were, and she |left themundisturbed. In the final cabinet, Vess
stored several power tools, including an electric drill.

In one of the drawers on the big wheeled tool chest, she |ocated an extensive collection of drill
bits in three clear plastic boxes. She also found a pair of Plexiglas safety goggles.

A power strip with eight outlets was attached to the wall behind the workbench, but a dupl ex
receptacle was also available ow on the wall beside the bench. She needed the | ower outlet,
because it allowed her to sit on the floor

Al though the drill bits weren't |abel ed except as to size, Chyna figured that they were all neant
for woodwor ki ng and woul d not bore easily-if at all-through steel. She didn't want to pierce the
steel anyway; she wanted only to screw up the | ock nechani sns on her leg irons enough to spring

t hem open.

She chose a bit approximately the size of the leg-iron keyway, fitted it into the chuck, and

tightened it. When she held the drill in both hands and squeezed the trigger, it issued a shril

whi ne. The spiral throat of the slender bit spun so fast that it blurred until it seemed as snpoth
and harm ess as the shank

Chyna released the trigger, set the silent drill aside on the floor, and put on the protective

goggl es. She was di sconcerted by the thought that Vess had worn these goggles. Strangely, she
expected that everything she saw through them woul d be distorted, as if the nol ecul es of the

| enses had been transforned by the nagnetic power with which Vess drew all the sights of his world
to his eyes.

But what she saw through the goggles was no different fromwhat she saw w thout them although her
field of vision was circunscribed by the franes.

She picked up the drill with both hands again and inserted the tip of the bit into the keyway on
the shackle that encircled her left ankle. Wen she pressed the trigger, steel spun against stee
with a hellish shriek. The bit stuttered violently, junped out of the keyway, and skipped across
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the two-inch-w de shackle, spitting tiny sparks. If her reflexes hadn't been good, the whirling
auger woul d have bored through her foot, but she released the trigger and jerked up on the dril
just in time to avoid disaster

The | ock m ght have been danmged. She couldn't be sure. But it was still engaged, and the shackle
was secure.

She inserted the bit into the keyway again. She gripped the drill tighter than before and bore
down with nore effort to keep the bit fromkicking out of the hole. Steel shrieked, shrieked, and
bl ue wi sps of foul-snelling snoke rose fromthe grinding point, and the vibrating shackle pressed
painfully into her ankle in spite of the intervening sock. The drill shook in her hands, which
wer e suddenly danp with

cold sweat fromthe strain of controlling it. A spray of netal slivers swirled up fromthe keyway,
spattered her face. The bit snapped, and the broken-off end zinged past her head, rang off the
concrete-block wall hard enough to take a chip out of it, and clinked |ike a half-spent bullet
across the cellar floor.

Her left cheek stung, and she found a splinter of steel enbedded in her flesh. It was about a
quarter of an inch long and as thin as a sliver of glass. She was able to grasp it between her
fingernails and pluck it free. The tiny puncture was bl eeding; she had bl ood on her fingertips and
felt a thin warmtrickle making its way down her face to the corner of her nouth.

She freed the shank of the broken bit fromthe drill and threw it aside. She selected a slightly

| arger bit and tightened it into the jaws of the chuck

Again, she drilled the keyway. The shackle around her |eft ankle popped open. Not nore than a
mnute |later, the |ock on the other shackle cracked too.

Chyna put the drill aside and rose shakily to her feet, every nuscle in her |legs trenbling. She
was shaky not because of her many pains, not because of her hunger and weakness, but because she
had freed herself fromthe shackles after having been in despair only a couple of hours before.
She had freed herse4(

She was still handcuffed, however, and she could not hold the drill one-handed while she bored out
the | ock on each manacl e. But she already had an i dea about how she m ght extricate her hands.

Al t hough other chall enges faced her in addition to the manacl es, although escape was by no neans
assured, jubilation swelled in Chyna as she clinbed the cellar steps. She went tread over tread,
not one step at a tinme as the shackles had required, bounding up the stairs in spite of her
weakness and the trenors in her muscles, without even using the handrail, to the landing, into the
| aundry room past the washer and dryer. And there she abruptly halted with her hands on the knob
of the closed door, renmenbering how she had raced along this sane route and into the kitchen this
nmorni ng, reassured by the tatta-tatta-tatta of the vibrating water pipe in the wall, only to be

bl i ndsi ded by Vess.

She stood at the threshold until her breathing quieted, but she was

unabl e to quiet her heart, which had been thundering with excitenent and with the steepness of the
stairs but now pounded with fear of Edgler Vess. She listened at the door for a while, heard
not hi ng

over ule Lnuuuing in ner oreasr, anct rurnea rne KnOD as steaitnliy as possible.

The hi nges operated smoothly, soundl essly, and the door opened into the kitchen, which was as dark
as she had left it. She found the light switch, hesitated, flipped it up-and Vess was not waiting
for her.

As long as she lived, would she ever again be able to go through a doorway w thout flinching?
From a drawer where earlier Chyna had seen a set of cutlery, she extracted a butcher knife with a
wel | -worn wal nut handl e. She put it on the counter near the sink. She got a drinking glass from
anot her cabinet, filled it fromthe cold-water tap, and drank the entire glassful in |ong swallows
before lowering it fromher lips. Nothing she had ever drunk had been half as delicious as those
ei ght ounces.

In the refrigerator, she found an unopened coffeecake with white icing, cinnanbn, wal huts. She

ri pped open the wrapper and tore off a chunk of the cake. She stood over the sink, eating
voraciously, stuffing her nmouth until her cheeks bul ged, greedily licking icing fromher Iips,
crumbs and chunks of wal nuts dropping into the sink

She was in an uncommon state of mind as she ate: now noaning with delight, now half choking with

| aught er, now gaggi ng and on the verge of tears, now | aughing again. In a stormof enotions. But
that was okay. Stornms al ways passed sooner or |later, and they were cl eansing.

She had cone so far. Yet she had so far to go. That was the nature of the journey.

From the spice rack she renoved the bottle of aspirin. She shook two tablets into the pal mof her
hand, but she didn't chew them She drew another glass of water and took the aspirin, then took
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two nore.

She sang, "I did it nmy way," from Sinatra's standard, and then added, "took the fucking aspirin ny
way." She | aughed and ate nore coffeecake, and for a nonment she felt crazy with acconplishnent.
Dogs out there in the nigbt, she rem nded herself, Dobernmans in tbe darkness, rotten bastard Nazi
dogs with big teetb and eyes bl ack |ike sbarks' eyes.

At a key organi zer next to the spice rack, the keys to the notor hone hung from one of the four
pegs; the other pegs were enpty. Vess would be careful with the keys to the soundproofed cell and
woul d no

doubt keep themon himat all tinmes.

She picked up the butcher knife and the hal f-eaten coffee cake and went to the cellar, turning off
the kitchen Iights behind her

Pintl e and gudgeon.

Chyna knew these two exotic words, as she knew so many ot hers, because, as a girl, she had
encountered themin books witten by C. S. Lewis and Madel ei ne 12Engl e and Robert Louis Stevenson
and Kenneth Grahane. And every tine that she'd cone across a word she had not known, she'd | ooked
it up in a tattered paperback dictionary, a prized possession that she took with her wherever her
restl ess nother chose to drag her, year after year, until it was held together with so nuch age-
brittled Scotch tape that she couM barely read sone of the definitions through the strips of
yel | owi ng cel | ophane.

Pintle. That was the name of the pin in a hinge, which pivoted when a door opened or cl osed.
GQudgeon. That was the sleeve-or barrel-in which the pintle noved.

The thick inner door of the soundproofed vestibule was equi pped with three hinges. The pinde in
each hinge had a slightly rounded head that overhung the gudgeon by about a sixteenth of an inch
all the way around.

Fromthe tools in the wheel ed cabinet, Chyna selected a hanmer and a screwdriver

Wth the workbench stool and a scrap of wood for a wedge, she propped open the outer padded door
of the vestibule. Then she placed the butcher knife on the rubber mat on the vestibule floor

Wi thin easy reach.

She slid aside the cover on the view port in the inner door and saw the gathering of dolls in

pi nki sh lanplight. Sone had eyes as radiant as the eyes of lizards, and sone had eyes as dark as
t hose of certain Dobermans.

In the enornous arnchair, Ariel sat with her | egs drawn up on the seat cushion, head tipped
forward, face obscured by a fall of hair. She m ght have been asl eep-except that her hands were
balled tightly in her lap. If her eyes were open, she would be staring at her fists. "It's only
me, " Chyna sai d.

The girl didn't respond. "Don't be afraid." Ariel was so notionless that even her veil of hair did
not stir. "It's only ne."

This tinme, deeply hunbl ed, Chyna made no claimto being anyone's guardi an or sal vation

She started with the | owest hinge. The I ength of chain between her manacl es was barely | ong enough
to allow her to use the tools. She held the screwdriver in her left hand, with the tip of the

bl ade angl ed under the pintle cap. Wthout sufficient play in the manacl e chain, she coul dn't
grasp the hamrer by its handle, so she gripped it instead by the head and tapped the bottom of the
screwdriver as forcefully as

possi bl e considering the linitations on novenent. Fortunately, the hinge was well |ubricated, and
with each tap, the pintle rose farther out of the gudgeon. Five mnutes later, in spite of sone
resi stance fromthe third pin, she popped it out of the uppernost hinge.

The gudgeons were formed of interleaving knuckles that were part of the hinge |eaf on the
doorfranme and that on the inner edge of the door itself. These knuckles separated slightly,
because the pintles were no |l onger present to hold themtogether in a single barrel

Now t he door was kept in place only by the pair of locks on the right side, but one-inch

deadbol ts; wouldn't swing |ike hinges. Chyna pulled the padded door by the knuckl es of the
gudgeons. At first only one inch of its five-inch width came out of the janb on the left, vinyl
squeaki ng agai nst vinyl. She hooked her fingers around this ex-

posed edge, yanked hard, and her vision clouded with a crimson tint as the pain in her swollen
finger flared again. But she was rewarded with the shrill netallic skreek of the brass deadbolts
working in the striker plates and then with a faint crack of wood as the whol e | ock assenbly put
heavy strain on the janb. Redoubling her efforts, she pulled rhythnically, prying open the door in
tiny increnments, until she was gasping so hard that she was no longer able to curse with
frustration.

The wei ght of the door and the position of the two deadbolts began to work to her advantage. The
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| ocks were close together, one set directly over the other, not evenly spaced |ike hinges, so the
heavy slab tried to twist on themas if they were a single pivot point. Because a greater |ength
of the door |ay above the | ocks than below, the top tipped outward, induced by gravity. Chyna took
advant age of these inevitable forces, yanked harder, and grunted with satisfacti on when wood
splintered again. The entire five-inch width of the padded slab swing free of the janb on the side
that had been hinged. Wth the frane no | onger in the way, she pulled the door to the left, and on
the right side, the deadbolts slid out of the striker plates.

Suddenly the door canme toward her, free of all restraint, and it was too heavy to be | owered
slowy out of its frane. She backed rapidly into the cellar, letting the slab thud to the floor of
the vestibule just as sh vacated it.

l@yna waited, catching her breath, listening to the house for any indication that Vess had
returned.

Finally she reentered the vestibule. She crossed the fallen door as if it were a bridge, and she
went into the cell.

The dolls watched, unnmoving and sly. Ariel was sitting in the arnchair, head | owered, hands fisted
in her lap, exactly as she had been when Chyna had spoken to her through the port in the door. If
she had heard the hamering and subsequent commotion, she had not been disturbed by it. "Ariel?"
Chyna sai d.

The girl didn't reply or raise her head. Chyna sat on the footstool in front of the arnthair.
"Honey, it's tine to go."

When she received no response, Chyna | eaned forward, |owered her head, and | ooked up at the girl's
shadowed face. Ariel's eyes were open, and her gaze was fixed on her white-knuckled fists. Her
Iips were noving, as though she were whispering confidences to soneone, but no sound escaped her.
Chyna put her cuffed hands under Ariel's chin and lifted her head. The girl didn't try to pul

away, didn't flinch, but was reveal ed when her veil of hair slid away from her face. Al though they
were eye-toeye, Ariel stared through Chyna, as if all in this world were transparent, and in her
eyes was a chilling bl eakness, as if the | andscape of her other world was lifel ess, daunting. "W
have to go. Before he comes hone."

Bri ght-eyed and attentive, perhaps the dolls listened. Ariel apparently did not.

Wth both hands, Chyna enfol ded one of the girl's fists. The bones were sharp and the skin was
cold, clenched as fiercely as if she had been suspended fromrocks at a precipice.

Chyna tried to pry the fingers apart. The sculpted digits of a marble fist would have been hardly
nmore resistant.

Finally Chyna |ifted the hand and kissed it nore tenderly than she had ever kissed anyone before,
nore tenderly than she had ever been kissed, and she said softly, "I want to help you. | need to
hel p you, honey. If | can't |eave here with you, there's no point in ny leaving at all."

Ariel didn't respond. "Please let ne help you." Softer still: "Please.” Chyna kissed the hand once
nore, and at |ast she felt the girl's fingers stir. They opened partway, cold and stiff, but would
not relax entirely, as hooked and rigid as a skeleton's fingers in which the joints had calcified.
Ariel's desire to reach out for help, tenpered by her paralyzing fear of conmitnent, was achingly
famliar to Chyna. It struck in her a

chord of synpathy and pity for this girl, for all lost girls, and her throat tightened so severely
that for a nmonment she was unable to swall ow or breathe.

Then she slipped one cuffed hand into Ariel's and the other over it, got up fromthe footstool

and said, "Come on, child. Cone with ne. Qut of here."

Though Ariel's face remai ned as expressionless as an egg, though she continued to | ook through
Chyna with the otherworldly detachnent of a novitiate in the thrall of a holy visitation, her head
spinning with visions, she got up fromthe arnchair. After taking only two steps toward the door
however, she stopped and would not go farther in

spite of Chyna's pleas. The girl mght be able to envision an inmaginary world in which she could
find a fragile peace, a WId Wod of her own, but perhaps she was no |onger able to inmagine that
this world ex-

tended beyond the walls of her cell and, failing to visualize it, could not cross the threshold
into it.

Chyna released Ariel's hand. She selected a doll-a bisque charmer with golden ringlets and painted
green eyes, wearing a white eyelet pinafore over a blue dress. She pressed it against the girl's
breast and encouraged her to enbrace it. She wasn't sure why the collection was

here, but perhaps Ariel liked the dolls, in which case she night come along nore readily if given
one for confort.
Initially, Ariel was unresponsive, standing with one hand still fisted at her side and the other
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like a half-open crab claw. Then, wi thout shifting her gaze from faraway things, she took the dol
in both hands, gripping it by the legs. Like the shadow of a bird in flight, a fierce expression
crossed her face and was gone before it could be clearly read. She turned, swung the doll as if it
were a sl edgehammer, and snashed its head into the top of the dinette table, shattering the

ungl azed- chi na face.

Startled, Chyna said, "Honey, no," and gripped the girl by the shoul der

Ariel wenched away from Chyna and slamred the doll into the table again, harder than before, and
Chyna stepped backward, not in fear but in respect of the girl's fury. And fury it was, a

ri ghteous anger, not nerely an autistic spasm in spite of the fact that she remai ned

expr essi onl ess.

She pounded the doll against the table repeatedly, until its smashed head broke and spun across
the room and bounced off a wall, until both its arms cracked and fell away, until it was ruined
beyond repair. Then she dropped it and stood trenbling, arms hangi ng at her sides. She was stil
staring into the El sewhere and was no nore with Chyna than she had ever been

From t he bookcases, from atop the cabinets, fromthe shadowed corners of the room the dolls

wat ched intently, as if they were thrilled by her outburst and in sone strange way feeding on it
as Vess hinself would have fed if he'd been there to see.

Chyna wanted to put her arms around the girl, but the handcuffs nmade it inpossible to enbrace her
I nstead, she touched Ariel's face and ki ssed her on the forehead. "Ariel, untouched and alive."

Ri gi d, shaking, Ariel neither pulled away from Chyna nor |eaned toward her. Gradually the girl's

trenbling subsided. "I need your help,"” Chyna pleaded. "I need you."

This time, as if sleepwal king, Ariel allowed herself to be led fromthe cell.

They crossed the fallen door through the vestibule. In the cellar, Chyna picked up the drill from
the floor, plugged it into the power strip on the wall, and put it on the workbench

She had no tinepiece for reference, but she was sure that nine o'clock had cone and gone. In the
ni ght were dogs waiting and Edgl er Vess somewhere at work, bemused by waki ng dreanms of returning
hone to his pair of captives.

Trying unsuccessfully to get the girl's eyes to focus on her, Chyna explained what they needed to
do. She might be able to drive the notor hone whil e handcuffed, though not without sone
difficulty, as she would have to let go of the steering wheel to shift gears. Dealing with the
dogs while cuffed would be a ot harder. Perhaps inpossible. If they were to nake the best use of
the tine remaining before Vess's return, and if they were to have the best chance of getting away,
Ariel was going to have to drill out the |ocks on the manacl es.

The girl gave no indication that she heard a word of what Chyna told her. Indeed, before Chyna
finished, Ariel's lips were noving again in a silent conversation with some phantom she didn't
"speak" cease-

| essly but paused fromtine to tine as if receiving a response from an

i magi nary friend.

Nevert hel ess, Chyna showed her how to hold the drill and press the trigger. The girl didn't blink
at the sudden shriek of the notor and the air-cutting whistle of the whirling bit. "Now you hold
it," Chyna said.

olivious, Ariel stood with her arns at her sides, hands half open and fingers hooked as they had

been since she had dropped the ruined doll. "W don't have nuch tine, honey."

In her clockless Elsewhere, tine neant nothing to Ariel. Chyna put the drill on the workbench. She
drew the girl in front of the tool and placed her hands on it.

Ariel didn't pull away or let her hands slide off the drill, but she didn't lift it either.

Chyna knew that the girl heard her, understood the situation, and,

on some | evel, yearned to help. "Qur hopes are in your hands, honey. You can do it."

She retrieved the workbench stool fromthe outer vestibule door, which it had been proppi hg open
and sat down. She put her hands on

t he workbench, wrists turned to expose the tiny keyhole on the left nmanacle.

Staring at the concrete-block wall, tbrough the wall, speaking soundlessly to a psychic friend
beyond all walls, Ariel seened to be unaware of the drill. O to her it might have been not a
drill but another object altogether, one that filled her either with hope or with fear, the thing
of which she spoke to her phantom friend.

Even if the girl picked up the drill and focused her eyes on the manacle, the chance that she
woul d be able to performthis task seened slim The chance that she would avoid boring through
Chyna's palmor wist seenmed slimrer still.

On the other hand, although the Iikelihood of salvation fromany trouble or eneny in this Iife was
al ways slim Chyna had survived un-
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counted nights of blood rage and questing lust. Survival was far different fromsalvation, of
course, but it was a prerequisite.

Anyway, she was ready to do now what she had never been able to do before, not even with Laura
Tenpl eton: trust. Trust w thout reser-

vation. And if this girl tried and failed, let the drill slip and danaged flesh rather than steel
Chyna wasn't going to blame her for the failure. Sonmetines, just trying was a triunph.

And she knew Ariel wanted to try. She knew. For a minute or so, Chyna encouraged the girl to
begi n, and when that didn't work, she tried waiting in silence. But silence |led her thoughts to
the bronze stags and the clock over which they | eaped on the living roommantel, and in her nind s
eye the clock acquired the face of the young man who hung in the notor hone closet, eyelids
tightly stitched and |ips sewn shut in a silence even deeper than that in the cellar.

Wth no calculation, surprised to hear what she was doing but relying on instinct, Chyna began to
tell Ariel what had happened on the | ong-ago night of her eighth birthday: the cottage in Key
West, the storm JimWltz, the frantic palmetto beetle under the lowslung iron bed ..

Drunk on Dos Equis and high on a pair of snall white pills that he had popped with the first
bottle of beer, Wltz had teased Chyna because she had failed to bl ow out all the candles on her
birthday cake in a single breath, |eaving one aflame. "This is bad luck, kid. Oh, man, this brings
a world of grief down on us. If you don't get all the candles out, you invite gremins and trolls
into your life, all sorts of bad characters after your stash and cash." Just then the night sky
had convul sed with white light, and the shadows of palmfronds had | eaped across the kitchen

wi ndows. The cottage rattled in the shock waves of thunderclaps as hard as bonb blasts, and the
storm broke. "See?" Wltz said. "If we don't rectify this situation right away, then sone bad guys
will get the best of us and chop us up into bloody chunks and put us in bait buckets and go out on
sonme deep-sea boat, trolling for sharks, using us as chum Do you want to be shark chum ki d?"
Thi s speech frightened Chyna, but her nother found it amusing. Her nother had been drinking vodka
with | emonade since | ate afternoon.

Witz relit the candles and insisted that Chyna try once nore.

When she failed again to extinguish nore than seven with one breath, Wltz seized her hand, |icked
her thunb and index finger, his tongue lingering in a way that disgusted her, and then forced her
to snuff the remaining flame by pinching the candl ewi ck. Although there was a

brief hotness against her skin, she had not been burned; however, her fingers had been nmarked with
bl ack snmudges fromthe snoking wi ck, and the sight of themhad terrified her.

When Chyna began to cry, Wltz held her by one arm keeping her in her chair, while Anne relit the
eight, insisting that she try again. The third time, Chyna was able to extinguish only six candles
with her first shuddery breath. When Wltz attenpted to nmake her pinch both flames with her
fingers, she pulled | oose and ran out of the kitchen, intending to flee to the beach, but
l'ightning had shattered like bright mrrors around the cottage, the night flashing with sharp
silver fragnents, and thunder as fierce as the cannonades of warshi ps booned out of the @ulf of
Mexi co, so she had fled instead to the small room

in which she slept, crawl ed under the sagging bed, into those secret

shadows where the pal netto beetle waited. "Wl tz, the stinking sonofabitch, cane through the house
after me," Chyna told Ariel, "shouting nmy name, knocking over furniture, slanm ng doors, saying he
was going to chop ne up for chumand then scatter ne in the sea. Later | realized it was an act.
He'd been trying to scare the crap out of me. He always liked to scare ne, nmake ne

cry, 'cause | didn't cry easily ... never easily.

Chyna stopped, unable to go on. Ariel stared not toward the wall, as before, but down at the power
drill on which her hands were placed. Wether she saw the drill was another natter; her eyes were
still far away.

The girl mght not be listening, yet Chyna felt conpelled to tell the rest of what had happened
that night in Key West.

This was the first tinme she had ever reveal ed to anyone, other than Laura, any of the things that
had happened to her when she was a child. Shanme had al ways sil enced her, which was inexplicable
because none of the degradati on she endured had resulted from her own ac-

tions. She had been a victim snmall and defensel ess; yet she was burdened with the shane that all
her tornentors, including her nother, were incapable of feeling.

She had hi dden sone of the worst details of her past even from Laura Tenpl eton, her only good
friend. Often, on the brink of a revelation to Laura, she would pull back fromdi scl osure and
speak not

about the events that she had endured and not about the people who had tornmented her but about

pl aces- Key West, Mendoci no County, New Ol eans, San Franci sco, Womn ng-where she had |ived. She
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was |yrical when the subject was the natural beauty of nountains, plains, bayous, or |ow noonlit
breakers rolling in fromthe Gulf of Mexico, but she could feel anger tightening her face and
shane col -

oring it when she told the harder truths about the friends of Anne who had popul ated her

chi I dhood.

Now her throat was tight. She was curiously aware of the weight of her heart, like a stone in her
chest, heavy with the past.

Sick with shane and anger, she neverthel ess sensed that she nust

finish telling Ariel what had happened during that Florida night of un-

extingui shed candl es. Revel ation m ght be a door out of darkness. "Ch, God, how | hated him the
greasy bastard, stinking of beer and sweat, crashing around my room drunk and screanmng, going to
cut ne up for bait, Anne laughing out in the living roomand then at the doorway, that drunken

| augh of hers, hooting and shrill, thinking he was so funny, Jesus, and all the tine it was ny

bi rt hday, ny special day, ny binhday. " Tears m ght have come now if she had not spent a

lifetime learning to repress them "And the palnetto all over nme, frantic, scurrying, up ny back
and into ny hair. "

In the sticky, suffocating Key West heat, thunder had rattled in the wi ndow and sung in the
bedsprings, and cold blue reflections of lightning had fluttered like a dreamfire across the

pai nted wood fl oor. Chyna al nost screaned when the tropical cockroach, as big as

her little-girl hand, burrowed through her long hair, but fear of Wltz kept her silent. She
endured, as well, when the beetle scuttled out of her hair, across her shoul der, down her sl ender
arm to the floor, hoping that it would flee into the room not daring to fling it away for fear
that any novenent she made woul d be heard by Woltz in spite of the thunder, in spite of his
shouted threats and curses, even

over her nother's laughter. But the palnmetto scurried along her side to one of her bare feet and
began to explore that end of her again, foot and ankle, calf and thigh. Then it craw ed under one
I eg of her shorts, into the cleft of her butt, antennae quivering. She had lain in a paralysis of
terror, wanting only for the tornent to end, for lightning to strike her, for God to take her away
to sonewhere better than this hateful world.

Laughi ng, her nother had entered the room "Jimy, you nut, she's not here. She's gone outside,

al ong the beach sonewhere, |like always." And Witz said, "Well, if she cones back, I'mgoing to
cut her up for chum | swear | am" Then he |l aughed and said, "Man, did you see her eyes? Christ!
She was scared shitless.” "Yeah," Anne said, "she's a gutless little wiss. She'll be hiding out
there for hours. | don't know when the hell she'll ever grow up.” Wltz said, "Sure doesn't take
after

her mother. You were born grown up, weren't you, baby? " "Listen, ass-

hole,” Anne said, "you pull any crap like that with nme, |I'm sure not

going to run like she did. I'll kick your balls so hard you'll have to

change your name to Nancy." Wltz roared with |aughter, and from under the bed Chyna saw her

not her's bare feet approach Wltzs feet, and then her nother was giggling.

Fat and obscene and agitated, the palnmetto had crawl ed out from under the wai stband of Chyna's
shorts and into the small of her back, moving toward her neck, and she had been unable to bear the
thought of it in her hair again. Regardl ess of the consequence, she reached back as the beetle
crossed her tube top, and seized it. The thing twi tched, squirned in her hand, but she tightened
her fist.

Head turned to the side, peering fromunder the bed, Chyna had still been gazing at her nother's
bare feet. As flashes of lightning strobed the small room a cloth swirled to the floor, a soft
drift of yellow Ilinen around Anne's sl ender ankles. Her blouse. She giggled drunkenly as her
shorts slid down her tanned | egs, and she stepped out

of them

In Chyna's clenched hand, the angry beetle's | egs had churned. Antennae quivered, ceaselessly
seeking. Witz kicked off his sandals, and one of themclattered to the edge of the bed, in front
of Chyna's face, and she heard a zipper. Hard and cool and oily, the palmetto's snall head rolled
between two of Chyna's fingers. Wltzs tattered jeans fell in a heap, with a soft clink of the
belt buckl e.

He and Anne had dropped onto the narrow bed, and the springs had twanged, and the wei ght had rmade
the frame slats sag agai nst Chyna's shoul ders and back, pinning her to the floor. Sighs, nurnurs,
urgent encouragenents, groans, breathl ess gasps, and coarse ani nal grunting-Chyna had heard it on
other nights in Key West and el se- where but al ways before through walls, fromroons next door
She didn't really know what it meant, and she didn't want to know, because she sensed that this
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know edge woul d bring new dangers, with which she wasn't equi pped to deal. Watever her nother and
Witz were

doi ng above her was both frightening and deeply sad, full of terrible neaning, no | ess strange or

| ess powerful than the thunder brea-, up the sky above the Gulf and the lightning thrown out of
Heaven

into the earth

Chyna had cl osed her eyes against the lightning and the sight of the discarded cl othes. She strove
to shut out the snell of dust and

m | dew and beer and sweat and her nother's scented bath soap, and she i magi ned that her ears were
packed full of wax that nuffled the thunder and the drunmng of the rain on the roof and the
sounds of Anne with Wltz. As fiercely clenched as she was, she ought to have been able to squeeze
herself into a safe state of insensate patience or even through a magical portal into the Wld
Wod.

She had been | ess than half successful, however, because Wltz had rocked the narrow bed so
forcefully that Chyna consciously had to

tinme her breathing to the rhythm he established. Wien the frane slats swagged down with the ful
thrust of his weight, they pressed Chyna so hard agai nst the bare wood floor that her chest ached
and her lungs couldn't expand. She could inhale only when he lifted up, and when he bore down, he
virtually forced her to exhale. It went on for what seemed to be a long tinme, and when at last it
was over, Chyna lay shivering and sweat-soaked, nunb with terror and desperate to

forget what she had heard, surprised that the breath hadn't been crushed out of her forever and
that her heart had not burst. In her hand was what remai ned of the |large palnetto beetle, which
she had unwittingly crushed; ichor oozed between her fingers, a disgusting slime that might have
been vaguely warm when first it had gushed fromthe beetle but was now cool, and her stonach
rolled with nausea

at the alien texture of the stuff.

After a while, following a spate of nurnurs and soft |aughter, Anne had gotten off the bed,

snat ched up her clothes, and gone down the hall to the bathroom As the bathroom door cl osed,
Witz switched on a small nightstand | anp, shifted his weight on the bed, and | eaned over the
side. His face appeared upside down in front of Chyna. The light was behind himand his face was
shadowed but for a dark glitter in his eyes. He smiled at her and said, "How s the birthday girl ?"
Chyna was unable to speak or nove, and she half believed that the wetness in her hand was a bl oody
hunk of chum She knew that Wltz would chop her up for having heard himwi th her nother, chop her
to

pi eces and put her in bait buckets and take her out to sea for the sharks. Instead, he'd gotten
out of bed and-from her perspective once nore just a pair of feet-he had squirned into his jeans,
put on his sandals, and |eft the room

In Edgler Vess's cellar, thousands of niles and eighteen years fromthat night in Key West, Chyna
saw that Ariel at last seened to be staring at the power drill rather than through it.

"I don't know how long | stayed under the bed," she continued. "Maybe a few nminutes, nmaybe an

hour. | heard himand nmy nother in the kitchen again, getting another bottle of beer, fixing
anot her vodka with | enonade for her, tal king and | aughing. And there was sone-
thing in her laugh-a dirty little snicker ... I'"'mnot sure-but something that nade nme think she

knew |I'd been hiding under there, knew it but went along with Wltz when he unbuttoned her

bl ouse. "

She stared at her cuffed hands on the workbench. She could feel the beetle's ichor as if it were
even now oozi ng between her fingers. Wen she had crushed the insect, she had al so crushed what
remai ned of her own fragile innocence and all hope OF being a daughter to her nother; though after
that night, she had still needed years to understand as nmuch. "I've no nmenory at all of how I |eft
the cottage, nmaybe through the front door, maybe through a wi ndow, but the next thing I knew, |
was

on the beach in the storm | went to the edge of the water and washed MY hands in the surf. The
breakers weren't huge. They seldom are, there, except in a hurricane, and this was only a tropica
storm al nost w ndless, the heavy rain coming straight down. Still, the waves were

bi gger than usual, and | thought about swimriing out into the black water until | found an
undertow. | tried to persuade nmyself that it would be all right, just swinmng in the dark until |
got tired, told nyself |I would just be going to God."

Ariel's hands appeared to tighten on the drill. "But for the first timeinny life, | was afraid
of the sea-of how the breaki ng waves sounded |i ke a giant heart, of how the nearby water was as
shiny black as a beetle's shell and seenmed to curve up, in
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the near distance, to nmeet a black sky that didn't shine at all. It was the endl essness and

seam essness of the dark that scared ne-the continul.ty-although that wasn't a word | knew back
then. So | stretched out on the beach, flat on nmy back in the sand, with the rain beating down on
me so hard that | couldn't keep ny eyes open. Even behind nmy eyelids, | could see the lightning, a
bright ghost of it, and because | was

too scared to swmout to God, | waited for God to cone to nme, blazing bright. But He didn't cone,
didn't conme, and eventually |I fell asleep. Shortly after dawn, when | woke, the storm had passed.
The sky was red in the east, sapphire in the west, the ocean flat and green. | went inside, and
Anne and Wltz were still asleep in his room M birthday cake was on the kitchen table where it
had been the ni ght be-

fore. The pink and white icing was soft and beaded with yellowi sh oil in the heat, and the eight
candl es were all cockeyed. No one had cut a slice fromit, and. | didn't touch it either... Two
days later, ny nother pulled up stakes and carted ne off to Tupelo, M ssissippi, or Santa Fe, or
maybe Boston. | don't renenmber where, exactly, but | was relieved to be |eaving-and afraid of who
we woul d settle in with next. Happy only in the traveling, gone fromone thing but not yet arrived
at the next, the peace of the road or the rails. | could have travel ed forever wthout a
destination."

Above them the house of Edgler Vess renmined silent. A spiky shadow noved across the cellar
floor. Looking up, Chyna saw a busy spider spinning a web between one of the ceiling joists and
one of the lighting fixtures.

Maybe she'd have to deal with the Dobermans whil e handcuffed. Tinme was running out.

Ariel picked up the power drill. Chyna opened her nouth to speak a few words of encouragenent but
then was afraid that she mght say the wong thing and send the girl deeper into her trance.

I nstead, she spotted the safety goggles and, maki ng no coment, got up and put themon the girl.
Ariel subnmitted wi thout objection

Chyna returned to the stool and waited. A frown surfaced in the placid pool of Ariel's face. It
didn't subside again but floated there.

The girl pressed the trigger of the drill experinentally. The notor shrieked, and the bit whirl ed.
She rel eased the trigger and watched the bit spin to a stop.

Chyna realized that she was holding her breath. She let it out, inhaled deeply, and the air was
sweeter than before. She adjusted the position of her hands on the workbench to present Ariel with
the left cuff.

Behi nd the goggles, Ariel's eyes slowy shifted fromthe point of the drill bit to the keyhole.
She was definitely |ooking at things now, but she still appeared detached.

Trust. Chyna closed her eyes. As she waited, the silence grew so deep that she began to hear

di stant i magi nary noi ses, analogue to the phantomlights that play faintly behind cl osed eyelids:
the soft solem tick of the mantel clock upstairs, the restless novenment of vigilant Dobermans in
t he ni ght out si de.

Sonet hi ng pressed against the | eft nanacle. Chyna opened her eyes. The bit was in the keyway. She
didn't ook up at the girl but closed her eyes again, nore

tightly this time than previously, to protect themfromflying nmetal shavings. She turned her head
to one side.

Ariel bore down on the drill to prevent it from popping out of the keyway, just as Chyna had
instructed. The steel manacle pressed hard against Chyna's wist.
Silence. Stillness. Gathering courage. Suddenly the drill nmotor whined. Steel squeal ed agai nst

steel, and the sound was followed by the thin, acrid odor of hot netal. Vibrations in Chyna's
wri st bones spread up her arm exacerbating all the aches and pains in her nuscles. A clatter, a
hard ping, and the left man-

acle fell open.

She coul d have finttioned reasonably well with the pair of cuffs dangling fromher right hand.
Perhaps it didn't nmake sense to risk injury for the relatively snall additional advantage of being
free of the nmanacles altogether. But this wasn't about logic. It wasn't about a ra-

tional comparison of risks and advantages. It was about faith.

The bit clicked against the keyway as it was inserted into the right manacle. The drill shrieked,
and steel jittered-spun against steel. A spray of tiny shavings spattered across the side of
Chyna's face, and the | ock cracked.

Ariel released the trigger and lifted the drill away. Wth a | augh of relief and delight, Chyna

shook of f the manacl es and raised her hands, gazing at themin wonder. Both of her wists were
abraded-actually raw and seeping in places. But that pain was
| ess severe than many others that afflicted her, and no pain could dimnish the exhilaration of
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being free at |ast.

As if not sure what to do next, Ariel stood with the drill in both hands.

Chyna took the tool and set it aside on the workbench. "Thank you, honey. That was terrific. You
did great, really great, you were perfect."

The girl's arns hung at her sides again, and her delicate pal e hands

were no | onger hooked like claws but were as slack as those of a sleeper.

Chyna slipped the goggles off Ariel's head, and they nade eye con-

tact, real contact. Chyna saw the girl who lived behind the |ovely face,

the true girl inside the safe fortress of the skull, where Edgler Vess could get at her only with
tremendous effort if ever.

Then, in an instant, Ariel's gaze traveled fromthis world to the sanctuary of her El sewhere.
Chyna sai d, "Nooooo," because she didn't want to | ose the girl whom she had so briefly glinpsed.
She put her arms around Ariel and held her tight and said, "Come back, honey. It's okay. Cone back
to ne, talk to ne."

But Ariel did not cone back. After pulling herself conpletely into the world of Edgler Vess |ong

enough to drill out the | ocks on the nmanacl es, she had exhausted her courage. "Ckay, | don't blane
you. W're not out of here yet," Chyna said. "But now we only have the dogs to worry about."
Though still living in a far realm Ariel allowed Chyna to take her hand and |l ead her to the

stairs. "We can handl e a bunch of damm dogs, kid. Better believe it,
not sure if she believed it herself.

Free of nmanacl es and shackles, no |onger carrying a chair on her back, with a stomach full of

cof feecake, and with a gloriously enpty bl adder, she had nothing to think about except the dogs.
Hal fway up the stairs toward the |aundry room she renmenbered sonething that she had seen earlier
it had been puzzling then, but it was clear nowand vitally inportant. "Wait. Wait here," she told
Ariel, and pressed the girl's linp hand around the railing.

She plunged back down the stairs, went to the netal cabinets, and pulled open the door behind

whi ch she had seen the strange pads trailing black |eather straps with chrone-pl ated buckl es. She
pul l ed them out, scattering themon the floor around her, until the cabinet was enpty.

They weren't pads. They were heavily padded garnents. A jacket with a dense foam outer |ayer under
a man-made fabric that appeared to be a lot tougher than |eather. Especially thick padding around
both arns. A pair of bulky chaps featured hard plastic under the paddi ng, body-arnmor quality; the
pl astic was segnmented and hinged at the knees to allow the wearer flexibility. Another pair of
chaps protected the backs of the legs and came with a hard-plastic butt shield, a waist belt, and
buckl es that connected themto the front chaps.

Behi nd the garnents were gl oves and an odd padded helmet with a clear Plexiglas face shield. She
al so found a vest that was | abel ed

Chyna sai d, though she was

KEVLAR, which | ooked exactly like the bulletproof garments worn by nmenbers of police SWAT teans.
A few small tears marred the garnents-and in nmany places other rips had been sewn shut wth black
thread as heavy as fishing line. She recognized the sane neat stitches that she had seen in the
young hitchhiker's lips and eyelids. Here and there in the paddi ng were un-

repai red punctures. Tooth marKks.

This was the protective gear that Vess wore when he worked with the Dober mans.

Apparently he | ayered on enough padding and arnor to wal k safely through a pride of hungry lions.
For a man who liked to take risks, who believed in living |ife on the edge, he seened to take
excessi ve precautions when putting his pack of Dobermans through their training sessions.

Vess's extraordi nary safeguards told Chyna everything that she needed to know about the savagery
of the dogs.

Less than twenty-two hours since the first cry in the Tenpleton house in Napa. A lifetinme. And now
toward anot her mi dnight and i nto whatever |ay beyond.

Two | anps were aglow in the living room Chyna no |onger cared about keeping the house dark. As
soon as she went out the front door and confronted the dogs, there would be no hope of lulling
Vess into a fal se sense of security if he canme hone early.

According to the mantel clock, it was ten-thirty. Ariel sat in one of the arncthairs. She was
huggi ng hersel f and rocking slowy back and forth, as if suffering froma stomachache, although
she nmade no sound and remai ned expressionl ess.

Protective gear designed for Vess was huge on Chyna, and she vac-

illated between feeling ridiculous and worrying that she woul d be dangerously inpeded by the bul ky
garb. She had rolled up the bottons of the chaps and fixed themin place with |arge safety pins
that she'd found in a sewing kit in the laundry room The belts of the chaps featured | oops and

I ong Velcro closures, so she was able to cinch themtight enough to keep them from slidi ng down
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over her hips. The cuffs of the padded sl eeves were fol ded back and pinned too, and the Kevl ar

vest hel ped to bulk her up, so she wasn't quite swinmring in the jacket. She wore a segnented

pl astic-arnmor collar that encircled her neck and prevented the dogs fromtearing out her throat.
She coul dn't have been nore cunbersonely dressed if she'd been cleaning up nuclear waste in a post-
nmel t down react or

Nevert hel ess, she was vul nerable in places, especially at her feet and ankles. Vess's training
togs included a pair of |eather conbat boots with steel toes, but they were nuch too big for her.
As protection

agai nst attack dogs, her soft Rockports were hardly nore effective than bedroom slippers. In order
to get to the notor home w thout being severely bitten, she woul d have to be quick and aggressive.
She had considered carrying a club of sone kind. But with her agility inpaired by the layers of
protective gear, she couldn't use it effectively enough to hurt any of the Dobermans or even

di ssuade them from att acki ng.

I nstead, Chyna was equi pped with two | ever-action spray bottles that she'd found in a | aundry-room
cabinet. One had been filled with a liquid glass cleaner and the other with a spot renover for use
o' Ta car-

pets and uphol stery. She had enptied both bottles into the kitchen sink, rinsed them out,
considered filling themw th bl each, but chose pure amonia, of which the fastidi ous Vess, the
keeper of a spotless house, possessed two one-quart containers. Now the plastic spray bottles
stood beside the front door. The nozzle on each could be adjusted to produce a spray or a stream
and both were set at STREAM

In the arnchair, Ariel continued to hug herself and to rock back and forth in silence, gazing down
at the carpet.

Al though it was unlikely that the catatonic girl would get up fromthe chair and go anywhere on
her own, Chyna said, "Now, you stay right where you are, honey. Don't nove, okay? |I'll be back for
you soon."

Ariel didn't reply. "Don't nove." Chyna's |ayers of protective clothing were beginning to weigh
pai nfully on her bruised nuscles and sore joints. Mnute by ninute, the disconfort was going to
make her slower nentally and physically. She had to act while she was still reasonably sharp

She put on the visored helnmet. She had lined the interior with a folded towel so it wouldn't sit

| oosely on her head, and the chin strap helped to keep it secure. The curved shield of Plexiglas
cane two

i nches bel ow her chin, but the underside was open to allow air to flowin freely@nd there were
six small holes across the center of the pane for additional ventilation.

She stepped to one front wi ndow and then to the other, |ooking onto the porch, which was visible
inthe light that spilled out fromthe living-roomlanps. There were no Dobermans in sight.

The yard beyond the porch was dark, and the neadow beyond the yard seened as bl ack as the far side
of the nobon. The dogs might be standing out there, watching her silhouette in the |ighted w ndows.
In fact, they night be waiting just beyond the porch bal ustrade, crouched and ready to spring.

She glanced at the clock. Ten thirty-eight. "Ch, God, 1 don't want to do this," she murnured.
Curiously, she renenbered a cocoon that she'd found when she and her nother had been staying with
sonme people in Pennsylvania fourteen or fifteen years before. The chrysalis had been hanging from
a twig on a birch tree, semtransparent and backlit by a beam of sunlight, so

she had been able to see the insect within. It was a butterfly that had passed all the way through
the pupa stage, a fully nmature inmmgo. |ts netanorphosis conplete, it had been quivering
frantically within the cocoon, its wirelike legs twitching ceaselessly, as if it was eager to be
free but frightened of the hostile world into which it would be bom Now, in her padding and hard-
pl astic arnor, Chyna quivered like that butterfly, although she was not eager to burst free into
the night world that awaited her but wanted to w thdraw even deeper into her chrysalis.

She went to the front door. She pulled on the stained | eather gloves, which were heavy but sur-
prisingly flexible. They were too |arge but had adjustable Velcro bands at the wists to hold them

in place.
She had sewn a brass key to the thunb of the right-hand gl ove, running the thread through the hol e
in the key bow The entire blade, with all its tunbler-activating serrations, extended beyond the

tip of the thunb, so it could be inserted easily into the keyway on the door of the notor hone.
She didn't want to have to funble the key froma

pocket with the dogs attacking fromall sides-and she sure as hell didn't want to risk dropping
it.

O course, the vehicle might not be | ocked. But she wasn't taking any chances.

Fromthe floor, she picked up the spray bottles. One in each hand. Again, she checked to be sure
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that they were set on STREAM

She quietly disengaged the deadbolt |ock, listened for the hollow thunp of paws on the board
floor, and finally cracked the door.

The porch | ooked clear. Chyna crossed the threshold and quickly pulled the door shut behind her
funbling at the knob because she was hanpered by the plastic bottles in her hands.

She hooked her fingers around the levers on the bottles. The effectiveness of these weapons would
depend on how fast the dogs cane

at her and whether she could aimwell in the brief w ndow of opportunity that they would give her
In a night as windless as it was deep, the seashell nobile hung no-

tionless. Not even a single leaf stirred on the tree at the north end of the porch

The night seenmed to be soundl ess. Wth her ears under the padded hel met, however, she wasn't able
to hear small noises.

She had the weird feeling that the entire world was but a highly detail ed diorana seal ed inside a
gl ass paperwei ght.

Wthout even the faintest breeze to carry her scent to the dogs, maybe they woul d not be aware
that she had cone outside

Yeah, and maybe pigs can fly butjust don't want us to know. The fieldstone steps were at the south
end of the porch. The notor home stood in the driveway, twenty feet fromthe bottom of the steps.
Keepi ng her back to the wall of the house, she edged to her right. As she noved, she gl anced
repeatedly to her left at the railed north side of the porch, and out past the balustrade into the
front yard directly ahead of her. No dogs.

The night was so chilly that her breath formed a faint fog on the inside of her visor. Each flare
of condensation faded qui ckl y@ut each seenmed to fan out across the Plexiglas farther than the one
before it. In spite of the ventilation fromunder her chin and through the six

penny-si ze hol es across the center of the pane, she began to worry that her own hot exhal ati ons
were gradually going to | eave her effectively blind. She was breathing hard and fast, and she was
hardly nore able to slow her rate of respiration than quiet the rapid pounding of her heart.

If she blew each breath out, angling it toward the open bottom of the face shield, she would be
able to mininize the problem This re-

sulted in a faint, hollow whistling characterized by a vibrato that reveal ed the depth of her
fear.

Two small sliding steps, three, four: She eased sideways past the |iving-roomw ndow. She was
unconfortably aware of the Iight at her back. Sil houetted again.

She shoul d have turned all the lights out, but she hadn't wanted Ariel to be alone in the dark. In
her current condition, perhaps the girl would not have known if the lights were on or off, but it
had felt wong to | eave her in blackness.

Havi ng crossed half the distance fromthe door to the south end of the porch w thout incident,
Chyna grew bol der. Instead of edging sideways, she turned directly toward the steps and shuffled
forward as fast as the hanpering gear would all ow

As black as the night out of which it cane, as silent as the high patchy clouds sailing slowy
across fields of stars, the first Doberman sprinted toward her fromthe front of the notor hone.
It didn't bark or grow .

She alnost failed to see it in tine. Because she forgot to exhale with cal culation, a wave of
condensation spread across the inside of the -visor. At once, the pale filmof noisture retreated
Ii ke an ebbing surf, but the dog was already there, |eaping toward the steps, ears flattened
against its tapered skull, Iips skinned back fromits teeth.

She squeezed the |lever of the spray bottle that she clutched in her right hand. Amonia shot six
or seven feet in the still air.

The dog wasn't within range when the first streamspattered onto the porch floor, but it was

cl osing fast.

She felt stupid, like a kid with a water pistol. This wasn't going to work. Wasn't going to work.
But oh, Jesus, it had to work or she was dog chow

I nredi atel y she punped the | ever again, and the dog was on the steps, where the streamfell short
of it, and she wi shed that she had a sprayer with nore pressure, one with at |least a twenty-foot
range, so she could stop the beast before it got near her, but she squeezed the trigger again even
as the previous streamwas still falling, and this one got the dog as it cane up onto the porch
She was aimng for its eyes, but the anmoni a splashed its nuzzle, spattering its nose and its
bared teeth.

The ef fect was instantaneous. The Doberman lost its footing and tunbl ed toward Chyna, squealing,
and woul d have crashed into her if she hadn't junped aside.
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Wth caustic anmonia slathering its tongue and funes filling its lungs, unable to draw a breath of
clean air, the dog rolled onto its back, pawing frantically at its snout. It wheezed and hacked
and nade shrill sounds of distress.

Chyna turned fromit. She kept noving. She was surprised to hear hersel f speaking al oud: "Shit,
shit, shit. . ."

Onward, then, to the head of the porch steps, where she glanced back warily and saw that the big
dog was on its feet, wobbling in cir-

cles, shaking its head. Between sharp squeals of pain, it was sneezing violently.

The second dog virtually flew out of the darkness, attacking as

Chyna descended the bottom step. Fromthe corner of her eye, she detected noverment to her |eft,
turned her head, and saw an airborne

Dober man--ob, God-like an incom ng nortar round. Though she raised her left armand started to
swing toward the dog, she wasn't quick enough, and before she could | oose a stream of anmonia, she
was hit so hard that she was nearly bow ed of f her feet. She stunbl ed sideways but sonehow

mai nt ai ned her bal ance.

The Doberman's teeth were sunk into the thick sleeve on her left

arm It wasn't nerely holding her as a police dog woul d have done but was working at the paddi ng
as if chewing on neat, trying to rip off a

chunk and severely disable her, tear open an artery so she would bleed to death, but fortunately
its teeth hadn't penetrated to her flesh

After conming at her in disciplined silence, the dog still wasn't snarling. But fromlowin its
throat issued a sound hal fway between a

grow and a hungry keening, an eerie and needful cry that Chyna heard too clearly in spite of her
padded hel net.

Poi nt - bl ank, reaching across her body with her right hand, she squirted a stream of ammnia into
the Dobernan's fierce black eyes.

The dog's jaws flew open as if they were part of a mechani cal device that had popped a tension
spring, and it spun away from her, silvery strings of saliva trailing fromits black Iips, howing
i n agony.

She remenbered the words of warning on the anmmoni a | abel: Causes substantial but tenporary eye
injury.

Squealing like an injured child, the dog rolled in the grass, pawing at its eyes as the first

ani mal had pawed at its snout, but with even

greater urgency.

The manufacturer reconmended rinsing contani nated eyes with plenty of water for fifteen minutes.
The dog had no water, unless it instinctively made its way to a streamor pond, so it would not be
a problemto her for at least a quarter of an hour, nost |ikely far |onger

The Dobernan sprang to its feet and chased its tail, snapping its teeth. It stunbled and fel
again, scranbled erect, and streaked away into the night, tenmporarily blinded, in considerable
pai n.

Incredibly, listening to the poor thing's screans as she hurried toward the notor home, Chyna
winced with renorse. It would have torn her apart without hesitation if it could have gotten at
her, but it

was a mndless killer only by training, not by nature. In a way, the dogs were just other victins
of Edgler Vess, their lives bent to his purpose. She would have spared them suffering if she had
been able to rely solely on the protective clothing.

How many nore dogs? Vess had inplied there was a pack. Hadn't he saidfour? OF course, he might be
lying. There might be only two.

Move, nove, nove.

At the passenger-side cockpit door of the notor hone, she tried the handl e. Locked.

No nore dogs, justfive seconds w tbout dogs, please. She dropped the spray bottle from her right
hand, so she could pinch the bow of the key between her thunb and finger. She was

barely able to feel it through the thick gl oves.

Her hand was shaki ng. The key m ssed the keyhol e and chattered agai nst the chronme face of the |ock
cylinder. She would have dropped it if it hadn't been sewn to the glove.

From behind this time, just as she was about to slip the key into the door on her second try, a
Doberman hit her, |eaping onto her back, biting at the nape of her neck

She was slamred forward agai nst the vehicle. The face shield on

her hel met smacked hard agai nst the dpor

The dog's teeth were sunk into the thick rolled collar of the trainer's jacket, no doubt also into
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t he paddi ng on the segnented plastic collar that she wore under the jacket to protect her neck. It
was holding on to her by its teeth, tearing at her ineffectively with its claws, |ike a denon

I over in a nightmare.

As the dog's inpact had pitched her forward agai nst the notor hone, now the weight of it and its
furious squirnm ng dragged her away fromthe vehicle. She al nbost toppled backward, but she knew
that the advantage would go to the dog if it nanaged to drag her to

t he ground.

Stay up. Stay tall. Lurching around a hundred ei ghty degrees as she struggled to

keep her bal ance, she saw that the first Doberman was no | onger on

the porch. Astonishingly, the creature hanging 1from her neck nust be the small one that she had
squirted on the nuzzle. Now it was able to get its breath again, back in service, undaunted by her
cheni cal arse-

nal, giving its all for Edgler Vess.

On the plus side, naybe there were only two dogs.

She still had the spray bottle in her |eft hand. She squeezed the trigger, aining several squirts
over her shoul der. But the heavy padding in the jacket sleeves didn't allow her to bend her arns
much, and she wasn't able to fire at an angle that could splash the anmonia in the dog's eyes.

She threw hersel f backward agai nst the side of the notor home, much as she had hurtled into the
fireplace earlier. The Dobernman was

trapped between her and the vehicle as the chair had been between her and the river-rock wall, and
it took the brunt of the inpact.

Letting go of her, falling away, the dog squealed, a pitiful sound that sickened her, but also a
good sound-oh, yes-a good sound as

sweet as any nusic.

Buckl es jangling, padded chaps sl apping together, Chyna scuttled sideways, trying to get out of
the animal's reach, worried about her an-

kl es, her vul nerabl e ankl es.

But suddenly the Doberman no | onger seened to be in a fighting mood. It slunk away from her, tail
tucked between its legs, rolling its eyes to keep a watch on her peripherally, shaking and
wheezi ng as

though it had damaged a lung, and favoring its hind |l eg on the right side.

She squeezed the trigger on the spray bottle. The creature was out

of range, and the stream of ammonia arced into the grass.

Two dogs down. Move, nove.

Chyna turned to the notor home again-and cried out as a third dog, weighing nore than she did,

| eaped at her throat, bit through the jacket, and staggered her backward.

Goi ng down. Shit. And as she went, the dog was on top of her, chewing frenziedly at the collar of
the jacket.

Wien Chyna hit the ground, her breath was knocked fromher in spite of all the padding, and the
spray bottle popped out of her left hand, spun into the air. She grabbed at it as it tunmbled away,
but she ni ssed.

The dog ripped | oose a strip of padding fromaround the jacket collar and shook its head, casting
the scrap aside, spraying her face shield with gobs of foany saliva. It bore in at her again,
tearing nore fiercely at the sane spot, burrow ng deeper, seeking nmeat, blood, triunph.

She pounded its sleek head with both fists, trying to smash its ears, hoping that they would be
sensitive, vulnerable. "Get off, dam it, off! Of!"

The Doberman snapped at her right hand, nissed, teeth clashing audibly, snapped again, and
connected. Its incisors didn't instantly

penetrate the tough | eather glove, but it shook her hand viciously, as though it had hold of a rat
and neant to snap its spine. Though her skin hadn't been broken, the grinding pressure of the bite
was so

pai nful that Chyna screaned.

In an instant, the dog rel eased her hand and was at her throat again. Past the torn jacket. Teeth
sl ashing at the Kevlar vest.

Howl i ng in pain, Chyna stretched her throbbing right hand toward the spray bottle lying in the
grass. The weapon was a foot beyond her reach

When turning her head to |l ook at the bottle, she inadvertently caused the bottom of her face
shield to lift, giving the Dobernan better access to her throat, and it thrust its nmuzzle under
the curve of Plexiglas, above the Kevlar vest, biting into the thick padding on the exterior of
the segmented hard-plastic collar, which was her |ast defense. Intent on tearing this band of body
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arnmor away, the dog jerked back so hard that Chyna's head was lifted off the ground, and pain
flared across the nape of her neck

She tried to heave the Doberman off her. It was heavy, bearing down stubbornly, paws digging
frantically at her

As the dog wenched at Chyna's protective collar, she could feel its hot breath against the
undersi de of her chin. If it could get its snout under the shield at a slightly better angle, it
m ght be able to bite her chin, would be able to bite her chin, and at any nonent it was going to
realize this.

She heaved with all her strength, and the dog clung, but she was

able to hitch a fewinches closer to the spray bottle. She heaved again, and now the bottle was
just six inches beyond her grasping fingertips.

She saw t he other Doberrman |inping toward her, ready to rejoin the fray. She hadn't danmaged its
lungs, after all, when she slanmed it between her and the notor hone.

Two of them She couldn't handle two of them at once, both on top of her.

She heaved, desperately hitching sideways on her back, dragging the clinging Doberman with her
Its hot tongue licked the underside of her chin, licked, tasting her sweat. It was naking that
horri bl e, needful sound deep in its throat.

Heave. Spotting her point of greatest vulnerability, the |inping dog scut-

ded toward her right foot. She kicked at it, and the dog dodged back

but then it darted in again. She kicked, and the Doberman bit the heel of her Rockport.

Her frantic breathing fogged the inside of the visor. In fact, the breath of the clinging Dobernman
fogged it too, because its nuzzle was

under the Plexiglas. She was effectively blind.

Kicking with both feet to ward off the Iinping dog. Kicking, heaving sideways.

The other's hot tongue slathered her chin. Its sour breath. Teeth gnashing an inch short of her

fl esh. The tongue agai n.

Chyna touched the spray bottle. Cosed her fingers around it. Though the bite hadn't penetrated
the gl ove, her hand was still throbbing with such crippling pain that she was afraid she woul dn't
be able to hold on to the bottle or find the right grip, wouldn't be able to

work the | ever-action trigger, but then she blindly squeezed off a

stream of anmoni a. Unt hi nking, she had used her swollen trigger finger, and the flash of pain made
her dizzy. She shifted her niddle finger onto the | ever and squeezed off another bl ast.

In spite of her kicking, the injured dog bit through her shoe. Teeth pierced her right foot.

Chyna triggered another thick stream of ammonia toward her feet, yet another, and abruptly that
Doberman | et go of her. Both she and the dog were shrieking, blind and shaking and living now in
the sane comonweal th of pain.

Snappi ng teeth. The remai ni ng dog. Pressing toward her chin, under the visor. Shap-snap-map. And

t he eager hungry whine.

She jammed the bottle in its face, pulled the trigger, pulled, and the dog scranbled off her
screani ng.

A few drops of ammoni a penetrated the visor through the series of small holes across the center of
the pane. She wasn't able to see

through the fogged Pl exiglas, and the acrid funes nade breathing difficult.

Gaspi ng, eyes watering, she dropped the spray bottle and crawl ed on her hands and knees toward
where she thought the notor home stood. She bunped into the side of it and pulled herself to her
feet. Her bitten foot felt hot, perhaps because it was soaking in the bathh of blood contained in
her shoe, but she could put her weight on it.

Three dogs so far. If three, then surely four. The fourth would be com ng

As the ammoni a evaporated fromthe face shield and less rapidly fromthe front of her torn jacket,
the quantity of fumes decreased but not quickly enough. She was eager to renove the hel net and
draw an

unobstructed breath. She didn't dare take it off, however, not until she was inside the notor
home.

Choki ng on amoni a funes, trying to renenber to exhal e downward under the Pl exiglas visor but half
bl i nded because her eyes wouldn't stop watering, Chyna felt along the side of the notor hone unti
she found the cockpit door again. She was surprised that she could wal k on her bitten foot with
only tolerabl e tw nges of pain.

The key was still sewn securely to her right glove. She pinched it between her thunb and
forefinger.

A dog was wailing in the distance, probably the first one that she had squirted in the eyes.
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Near by, another was crying pitifully and howling. A third whinpered, sneezed, gagged on funes.

But where was the fourth? Funbling at the | ock cylinder, she found the keyhole by trial and error.
She opened the door. She haul ed herself up into the copilot's seat.

As she pulled the door shut, sonething slanmed into the outside of it. The fourth dog.

She took off the helnet, the gloves. She stripped out of the padded jacket.

Teeth bared, the fourth Doberman | eaped at the side window Its claws rattled briefly against the
gl ass, and then it dropped back to the lawn, glaring at her

Reveal ed by the light fromthe narrow hallway, Laura Tenpleton's body still lay on the bed in a
tangl e of manacl es and chains, wapped in a sheet.

Chyna's chest tightened with enotion, and her throat swelled so

that she had troubl e swallowi ng. She told herself that the corpse on the bed was not really Laura.
The essence of Laura was gone, and this was

only the husk, nerely flesh and bone on a long journey to dust. Laura's spirit had traveled in the
night to a brighter and warner home, and there was no point shedding tears for her, because she
had transcended.

The cl oset door was cl osed. Chyna was sure that the dead man still hung in there.

In the fourteen hours or longer since she had been in the notorhonme bedroom the stuffy air had
acquired a faint but repul sive scent of corruption. She had expected worse. Neverthel ess, she
breat hed through her nouth, trying to avoid the snell.

She switched on the reading | anp and opened the top drawer of the nightstand. The itens that she
had di scovered the previous night were still there, rattling softly against one another as the
engi ne vibrations translated through the floor

She was nervous about | eaving the engine running, because the sound of it would mask the approach
of another vehicle in case Vess cane hone earlier. But she needed lights, and she didn't want to
risk depleting the battery.

From the drawer, she withdrew the package of gauze pads, the roll of cloth tape, and the scissors.
In the | ounge area behind the cockpit, she sat in one of the arnchairs. Earlier, she had stripped
out of all the protective gear. Now she removed her right shoe. Her sock was sodden with bl ood,
and she peeled it off.

Fromtwo punctures in the top of her foot, blood welled dark and thick. It was seeping, however,
not spurting, and she wasn't going to

die fromthe wound itself anytine soon

She qui ckly pressed a doubl e thickness of gauze pads over the seeping holes and fixed themin
place with a length of cloth tape. By tightening the tape to apply a little pressure, she m ght be
able to make the bl eeding slow or stop

She woul d have preferred to saturate the punctures with Bactine or

i odi ne, but she didn't have anything |like that. Anyway, infection wouldn't set in for a few hours,
and by then she woul d have gotten away from here and obtai ned nedical attention. O she'd be dead
of other causes.

The chance of rabies seened small to nil. Edgler Vess would be so-
licitous of the health of his dogs. They woul d have received all their vaccinations.
Her sock was cold and sliny with bl ood, and she didn't even try to pull it on again. She slipped

her bandaged foot into her shoe and tied the lace slightly |ooser than usual

A folding netal stepstool was stored in a narrow sl ot between the kitchen cabinetry and the
refrigerator. She carried it into the short hallway at the end of the vehicle and opened it under
t he skylight,

which was a flat panel of frosted plastic about three feet | ong and perhaps twenty inches w de.
She clinbed onto the stool to inspect the skylight, hoping that it either tilted open to admit
fresh air or was attached to the roof fromthe interior. Unfortunately, the panel was fixed, with
no | ouver finttion, and the nounting flange was on the exterior, so she could not get at any
screws or rivets fromthe inside.

Under her padded clothing, she had worn a tool belt that she'd found in one of the drawers of
Vess's workbench. She had taken it off with the rest of the gear. Now it was on the table in the
di ni ng nook.

Unable to be certain what tools she would need, she'd brought a

pair of standard pliers, a pair of needl e-nose pliers, both flat and rat-

tail files, and several sizes of screwdrivers with standard bl ades and Phillips heads. There was
al so a hammer, which was the only thing that she coul d use.

When she stood on the first step of the two-step stool, the top of her head was only ten inches
fromthe skylight. Averting her face, she swng the, hammer with her left hand, and the flat stee
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head nmet the plastic with a horrendous bang and clatter

The skylight was undamaged. Chyna swung the hamer relentlessly. Each bl ow reverberated in the

pl asti c overhead but al so through all of her strained and weary rmnuscles, through her aching bones.
The notor honme was at least fifteen years old, and this appeared to be the original factory-
installed skylight. It wasn't Plexiglas but sone |ess form dable material; over nany years of
sunshi ne and bad weather, the plastic had grown brittle. Finally the rectangul ar panel cracked

al ong one edge of the frame. Chyna hanmered at the |eading point of the fissure, naking it grow
all the way to the corner, then along the narrow end, and then along the other three-foot |ength.
She had to pause several tines to catch her breath and to change the hamrer from hand to hand. At
| ast the panel rattled loosely inits frane; it now seened to be secured only by splinters of
material along the fissures and by the uncracked fourth edge.

Chyna dropped the hammer, slowy flexed hcr hands a few times to work some of the stiffhess out of
them and then put both palns flat against the plastic. Gunting with the effort, she pushed
upward as she clinbed onto the second step of the stool

Wth a brittle splintering of plastic, the panel lifted an inch, jagged edges squeaki ng agai nst
each another. Then it bent backward at its fourth side, creaking, resisting her ... resisting ..
until she cried out wordlessly in frustration and, finding new strength, pushed even

harder. Abruptly the fourth side cracked all the way through, with a bang! as |oud as a gunshot.
She pushed the panel out through the ceiling. It rattled across the roof and dropped to the
driveway.

Through the hol e above her head, Chyna saw cl ouds suddenly slide away fromthe nmoon. Cold Iight
bat hed her upturned face, and in the bottom ess sky was the clean white fire of stars.

Chyna backed the nmotor home off the driveway and al ongside the front of the house, parallel to the
porch and as close to it as she could get. She let the big vehicle roll slowy, anxious not to
tear up the thick grass, because under it the ground m ght be nuddy even half a day after the rain
had stopped. She didn't dare bog down.

When she was in position, she put the vehicle in park and set the energency brake. She left the
engi ne runni ng.

In the short hall at the back of the notor home, the stepstool had fallen over. She put it

upright, clinbed the two steps, and stood with her head in the night air, above the open franme of
the broken-out skylight.

She wi shed the stool had a third step. She needed to nuscle herself out of the hallway, and she
was at a | ess advantageous angle than she woul d have |iked.

She placed her hands flat on the roof on opposite sides of the twenty-inch-w de rectangul ar
openi ng and struggled to |l ever her body out of the notor hone. She strained so hard that she could
feel the tendons flaring between her neck and shoul ders, her pul se pounding |ike doonmsday druns in
her tenples and carotid arteries, every nmuscle in her arnms and across her back quivering with the
effort.

Pai n and exhaustion seenmed certain to thwart her. But then she thought of Ariel in the |iving-room
arnchair: rocking back and forth, hugging herself, a faraway |l ook in her eyes, her lips parted in
what m ght have been a silent scream That image of the girl enpowered Chyna, put her in touch
with hitherto unknown resources. Her shaking arns slowly straightened, pulling her body out of the
hal | way, and

inch by inch she kicked her feet as if she were a swimer ascending fromthe depths. At |ast her

el bows | ocked with her arnms at full extension, and she heaved forward, out through the skylight,
onto the roof.

On the way, her sweater caught on small fragnments of plastic that bristled fromthe skylight

frane. A few jagged points pierced the knit material and stung her belly, but she broke | oose of

t hem

She crawl ed forward, rolled onto her back, hiked her sweater, and felt her stomach to see how
badly she had been cut. Bl ood wept froma couple of shallow punctures, but she wasn't hurt
seriously.

Fromfar off in the night cane the hows of at least two injured dogs. Their pathetic cries were
so filled with fear, vulnerability, msery, and |oneliness that Chyna could hardly bear to listen
She eased to the edge of the roof and | ooked down at the yard to the cast of the house.

The uni njured Doberman trotted around the front of the notor honme and spotted her at once. It
stood directly under her, gazing up, teeth bared. It seened unfazed by the suffering of its three
conr ades.

Chyna noved away fromthe edge and got to her feet. The nmetal surface was sonewhat slippery with
dew, and she was thankful for the rubber tread on her Rockports. If she lost her footing and fell
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off into the yard, with no weapons and no protective clothing, the one re-

mai ni ng Dober man woul d overwhel m her and tear out her throat in ten seconds flat.

The notor hone was only a few inches bel ow the edge of the porch roof. She had parked so cl ose
that the distance between the vehicle and the house was | ess than a foot.

She stepped up and across that gap, onto the sloped roof of the porch. The asphalt shingles had a
sandy texture and weren't nearly as

treacherous as the top of the notor hone.

The slope wasn't steep either, and she clinbed easily to the front wall of the house. The recent
rain had liberated a tarry scent fromthe nunmerous coats of creosote with which the | ogs had been
treated over

t he years.

The doubl e-hung wi ndow of Vess's second-story bedroom was

open three inches, as she had left it before departing the house. She slipped her aching hands

t hrough the openi ng and, groaning, shoved up on the bottom panel. In this wet weather, the wood
had swol | en, but although it stuck a couple of tines, she got it all the way open

She clinbed through the wi ndow into Vess's bedroom where she had left a |anp burning.

In the upstairs hall, she glanced at the open door across tromthe bedroom The dark study |ay
beyond, and she was still troubled by the feeling that there was something in it that she had

m ssed, something vital she should know about Edgl er Vess.

But she had no tine for additional detective work. She hurried downstairs to the |iving room
Ariel was huddled in the arncthair where she had been left. She was still huggi ng herself and
rocking, |ost.

According to the nmantel clock, the time was four minutes past eleven. "You stay right there,"
Chyna instructed. "Just a minute nore, honey."

She went through the kitchen to the laundry room in search of a

broom She found both a broom and a sponge nop. The nop had the | onger handle of the two, so she
took it instead of the broom

As she entered the living roomagain, she heard a faniliar and dreaded sound. Squeak-squeak
Squeak- squeak- squeak

She gl anced at the nearest w ndow and saw the uni njured Doberman clawing the glass. Its pointy
ears were pricked, but they flattened against its skull when Chyna, nade eye contact with the
creature. The Dobernman issued the nowfaniliar needful keening that caused the fine hairs to
stiffen on the nape of Chyna's neck.

Squeak- squeak- squeak. Turning away fromthe dog, Chyna started toward Ariel-and then had her
attention drawn to the other Iiving-roomw ndow. A Doberman stood with its forepaws at the base of
t hat pane too.

This had to be the first one she had encountered when she'd gone out of the house, the sanme ani ma
that she had sprayed in the nuzzle. It had recovered quickly and had bitten her foot when she'd
been pinned on the ground by the third dog.

She was sure that she'd blinded the second dog, which had shot at

her Iike a nmortar round fromout of the darkness, and the third as well. Until now she had assuned
that her second chance at this animal had also resulted in a disabling eye shot.

She'd been wong. At the tine, of course, she herself had been all but blinded by her fogged visor-
and frantic, because the third dog had been hol ding her down and chew ng through the paddi ng at
her throat, licking at her chin. All she had known was that this aninal had shrieked when she'd
squirted it and that it had stopped biting her foot.

The stream of anmoni a nmust have spl ashed the dog's nmuzzle the second tine, just as it had during
their first encounter. "Lucky bastard,"” she whi spered.

The twi ce-injured Doberman didn't scratch at the w ndow glass. It just watched her. Intently. Ears
standi ng strai ght up. M ssing nothing.

O perhaps it wasn't the same dog at all. Perhaps there werefive of them O six.

At the other wi ndow Squeak-squeak. Squeak-squeak. Crouching in front of Ariel, Chyna said,
"Honey, we're ready to go." The girl rocked. Chyna took hold of one of Ariel's hands. This tine,
she didn't have to pry the fingers out of a marble-hard fist, and at her urging, the girl got up
fromthe chair.

Carrying the sponge nmop in one hand, leading the girl with the other, Chyna crossed the living
room past the two big front wi ndows. She noved slowy and didn't | ook directly at the Dobermans,
because she was afraid that either haste or another nonment of confrontational eye contact m ght
spur themto smash through the gl ass.

She and Ariel stepped through a doorless opening to the stairs. Behind them one of the dogs began
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to bark. Chyna didn't like that. Didn't like that at all. None of them had barked before. Their

di sciplined stealth had been chilling-but now the barking was worse than their silence.

Adinbing the stairs, pulling the girl after her, Chyna felt a hundred years old, weak and

depl eted. She wanted to sit and catch her breath and |l et her aching | egs rest. To keep noving,
Ariel needed constant tension on her arm wthout it, she stopped and stood nurnuring soundl essly.
Each riser seened higher than the one belowit, as though Chyna were the storybook Alice in the
wake of the white rabbit, her stomach full of exotic nushroons, ascending an enchanted staircase
in sone dark wonderl and.

Then, as they turned at the landing and started up the second flight, glass shattered into the
living roombelow In an instant, that sound made Chyna young again, able to bound like a gazelle
up stairs made for giants. "Hurry!" she urged Ariel, pulling her along.

The girl picked up her pace but still seenmed to be plodding. Leaping, desperate, to the top of the
second flight, Chyna said, 'Wny!" Vicious barking rose in the stairwell bel ow

Chyna entered the upstairs hall, holding tightly to the girl's hand. She coul d hear the gall oping
t hunder of ascendi ng dogs | ouder even

than her own heart.

To the door on the left. Into Vess's bedroom She dragged Ariel after her, across the threshold,
and sl anmed the door. There was no lock, just the spring latch activated by the knob

They' re dogs, for God@sake, just dogs, nean as hell, hut they can't operate a doorknob

A dog threw itself against the door, which rattled in its frane but seened secure.

Chyna led Ariel to the open wi ndow, where she propped the nop agai nst the wall.

Bar ki ng, barking, the dogs clawed at the door. Wth both hands, Chyna clasped the girl's face,

| eaned cl ose, and peered hopefully into her beautiful blue but vacant eyes. "Honey, please, | need
you again, like | needed you with the power drill and the handcuffs. | need you a | ot worse now,
Ariel, because we don't have much tine, not nuch tinme at all, and we're so close, we really are,
SO0

dam cl ose. "

Though their eyes were at nost three inches apart, Ariel seened

not to see Chyna. "Listen to ne, |listen, honey, wherever you are, wherever you're hiding out there
inthe WId Wod or beyond the wardrobe door there in Narnia-is that where you are, baby?-or naybe
Oz, but wherever you are, please listen to ne and do what | tell you. W' ve got to go out on the

porch roof. It's not steep, you can do it, but you have to be careful. | want you to go out the

wi ndow and then take a couple of steps to the left. Not to the right. There's not much roof to the
right, you'll fall off. Take a couple steps to the left and stop and just wait there for nme. ']
be right behind you, just wait, and I'll take you on fromthere."

She let go of the girl's face and hugged her fiercely, |oving her as
she woul d have |loved a sister if she'd had one, as she w shed she had been able to | ove her

not her, | oving her for what she had been through, for having suffered and survived. "I am your
guardi an, honey. |'m your guardi an. Vess is never going to touch you again, the freak, the hatefu
bastard. He's never going to touch you again. I'mgoing to get you out of this stinking place, and

away from himforever, but you have to work with nme, you have to

hel p and listen and be careful, so careful."

She let go of the girl and net her eyes again. Ariel was still Elsewhere. There was no flicker of
recognition as there had been for a split second in the cellar, after the girl had used the drill.
The barking had stopped. Fromthe far side of the roomcane a new and di sturbing sound. Not the
clatter of the door shaking in its frame. A harder rattling noise. Metallic.

The knob was jiggling back and forth. One of the dogs nust be pawi ng industriously at it.

The door wasn't well fitted. Chyna could see a half-inch gap between the edge of it and the janb.
In the gap was a gl eam of shiny brass: the tongue of the sinple latch. If the latch was not seated
deeply in the janb, even the dog's funbling mght, by purest chance, spring it open. "Wait," she
told Ariel.

She crossed the roomand tried to pull the dresser in front of the door

The dogs nust have sensed that she'd drawn nearer, because they began barking again. The old bl ack
iron knob rattled nmore furiously than before.

The dresser was heavy. But there was no straight-backed chair that she coul d wedge under the knob
and the nightstand didn't seem bul ky enough to prevent the dogs from shoving the door open if, in
fact, the spring |atch popped out of the janb.

Heavy as it was, she neverthel ess dragged the dresser hal fway across the bedroom door. That seened
good enough.

The Dobernmans were going crazy, barking nore ferociously than ever, as if they knew that she had
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foiled them When Chyna turned to Ariel again, the girl was gone. "No."
Pani cked, she ran to the wi ndow and | ooked outside. Radiant in noonlight, hair silver now instead
of blond, Ariel waited on the porch roof exactly two short steps to the left of the wi ndow, where

she'd been told to go. Her back was pressed to the log wall. of the house, and she was staring at
t he sky, though she was probably still focused on sonmething infinitely farther away than nere
stars.

Chyna pushed the sponge nop onto the roof and then went out through the wi ndow while the
i nfuriated Dobernmans raged in the house behind her.

out side, blinded dogs were no |longer wailing mserably in the dis-

tance.
Chyna reached for the girl. Ariel's hand was not stiff and clawike as it had been before. It was
still cold but now |linp. "That was good, honey, that was good. You did just what | said. But

al ways wait for nme, okay? Stay with ne.”

She picked up the nop with her free hand and led Ariel to the edge of the porch roof The gap

bet ween them and t he notor hone was

Il ess than a foot wide, but it was potentially dangerous for soneone in

Ariel's condition. "Let's step across together. Ckay, honey?"

Ariel was still gazing at the sky. In her eyes were cataracts of noonlight that nade her |ook |ike
a ml ky-eyed corpse.

Chilled as if the dead noonlight eyes were an onmen, Chyna |l et go of her conpanion's hand and
gently forced her to tilt her head down until she was |ooking at the gap between the porch roof
and the notor home. "Together. Here, give ne your hand. Be careful to step across. It's not wi de,
you don't even have to junp it, no strain. But if you step into

it, you mght fall through to the ground, where the dogs could get you. And even if you don't fal
through, you're sure to be hurt.”

Chyna stepped across, but Ariel didn't follow. Turning to the girl, still holding her slack hand,
Chyna tugged gy,ently. "Cone on, baby, let's go, let's get out of here. We'll turn himin to the
cops, and he'll never be able to hurt anybody again, not ever

not you or ne or anyone."

After a hesitation, Ariel stepped across the gap onto the roof of the notor hone-and slipped on
the dewwet netal. Chyna dropped the nop, grabbed the girl, and kept her fromfalling. "Al nost
there, baby."

She picked up the nop again and led Ariel to the open skylight, where she encouraged her to kneel
"That's good. Now wait. Al nost there."

Chyna stretched out on her stomach, |eaned into the skylight, and used the nop to push the
stepstool toward the back of the hall and out of the way. Dropping down onto it, one of them night
have broken a | eg.

They were so close to escape. They couldn't take any chances. Chyna got to her feet and threw the
mop into the yard.

Bendi ng down, putting one hand on the girl's shoul der, she said, "GCkay, now slide along here and
put your |egs through the skylight. Cone on, honey. Sit on the edge, watch the sharp pieces of
plastic, yeah, that's it, let your |egs dangle. Okay, now just drop to the floor inside, and then
go forward. Ckay? Do you understand? Go forward toward the cockpit, honey, so | won't fall on you
when | cone through.™”

Chyna gave the girl a gentle push, which was all she required. Ariel dropped into the notor hone,

| anded on her feet, stunbled on the hanmer that Chyna had di scarded earlier, and put one hand

agai nst the wall to steady herself. "Go forward," Chyna urged.

Behi nd her, a second-story wi ndow shattered onto the porch roof. One of the two study wi ndows. The
door to Vess's office had not been closed, and the dogs had gotten into it fromthe upstairs hall
after the bedroom door had frustrated them

She turned and saw a Doberman com ng straight at her across the roof, |eaping toward her with such
velocity that, when it hit her, it would carry her off the top of the motor hone and into the
yard.

She twi sted aside, but the dog was a | ot quicker than she was, cor-

recting its trajectory even as it bounded onto the vehicle. Wen it | anded, however, it slipped on
the dewy surface, skidded, claws screeching on the netal, and to Chyna's astonishment, it tunbled
past her, slid off the roof, and Il eft her untouched.

How i ng, the dog fell into the yard, squealed when it hit the ground, and tried to scranble to its
feet. Something was wong with its hindquarters. It couldn't stand up. Perhaps it had broken its
pelvis. It was in pain but still so furious that it remained focused on Chyna rather than itself.
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The dog sat barking up at her, its hind legs twisted to one side at an unnatural angle.

Not barking, wary and watchful, the other Doberman al so had cone through the broken study w ndow
onto the porch roof. This was the one that she'd squirted twice with amonia, hitting the nuz-

zle both tinmes, for even now it shook its head and snorted as if plagued by lingering funes. It
had | earned to respect her, and it wasn't going to rush at her as rashly as the other dog had
done.

Sooner or later, of course, it would realize that she no | onger had the spray bottle, that she was
hol di ng nothing that m ght be used as a

weapon. Then it would regain its courage.

What to do?

She wi shed that she hadn't thrown the sponge nop into the yard. She coul d have jabbed at the
Doberman with the wooden handl e when it attacked. She night even have been able to hurt it if she
poked hard enough. But the nop was beyond reach

Thi nk. | nstead of approaching her across the porch roof, the Dobernman slunk along the front wal

of the house, its shoulders hunched and its head | ow, away from her but gl ancing back. It reached
the open wi ndow of Vess's bedroom and then it slowy returned, alternately | ooking down at the
shards of noonlight-silvered glass anong which it carefully placed its feet and glaring at her
fromunder its brow

Chyna tried to think of sonmething in the notor hone that could be used as a weapon. The girl could
pass it up to her.

She said softly, "Ariel." The dog halted at the sound of her voice. "Ariel." But the girl didn't
reply. Hopeless. Ariel could not be coaxed into action fast enough to be

of any hel p.

When finally the Doberman attacked, Chyna wouldn't be lucky again, either. This one woul d not
hurtl e across the porch roof and slide off the notor hone w thout getting its teeth in her. Wen
it |eaped at

her, she would have nothing to fight with except her bare hands.

The dog stopped pacing. It raised its tapered black head and stared at her, ears pricked, panting.
Chyna's mnd raced. She had never before been able to think quite this clearly and quickly.

Al t hough loath to take her eyes off the Dobernman, she gl anced down through the skylight.

Ariel was not in the short hallway bel ow. She'd gone forward as

she'd been instructed. Good girl.

The dog was no longer panting. It stood rigid and vigilant. As Chyna watched, its ears tw tched
and then flattened against its skull

Chyna said, "Screw it," and she junped through the broken-out skylight into the nmotor hone. Pain
expl oded through her bitten foot.

The stepstool, which she had pushed aside with the sponge nop, was agai nst the cl osed bedroom
door. She grabbed it and dragged it forward, out from under the skylight.

Paws t hunped on the nmetal roof.

Chyna snatched the hamrer fromthe fl oor and slipped the handl e under the wai stband of her bl ue
jeans. Even through her red cotton sweater, the steel head was cold against her belly.

The dog appeared in the opening above, a predatory silhouette in the noonlight.

Chyna pi cked up the stepstool, which had a tubular netal handl e that served as a backrail when the
top step was used as a chair. She eased backward to the bathroom door, realizing just how narrow
the hall was. She didn't have enough roomto swing the stool like a club, but it was still useful
She held it in front of her in the manner of a lion tamer with a chair. "Come on, you bastard,"
she said to the | ooning dog, dismayed to

hear how shaky her voice was. "Cone on."

The animal hesitated warily at the brink of the opening above. She didn't dare turn away. The
nmoment she turned, it would cone

in after her.

She raised her voice, shouting angrily at the Doberman, taunting it: "Come on! Wat're you waiting
for? What the hell are you scared of, you chickenshit?"

The dog growl ed. "Cone on, come on, dam you, cone down here and get it! Cone and get it!"
Snarling, the Doberman junped. The instant that it landed in the hallway, it seemed to ricochet
off the floor and straight toward Chyna wi thout any hesitation

She didn't take a defensive position. That woul d be death. She had one chance. One slim chance.
Aggressive action. Go for it. She imediately rushed the dog, neeting its attack head-on, jamm ng
the legs of the stool at it as though they were four swords.

The i nmpact of the dog rocked her, alnost knocked her down, but then the aninal rebounded from her,
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yel ping in pain, perhaps having taken one of the stool legs in an eye or hard against the tip of
its snout.

It tunbled toward the back of the short hall.

As the Dobernman sprang to its feet, it seened a little wobbly. Chyna was on top of it, jabbing
mercilessly with the netal |egs of the stool, pressing the dog backward, keeping it off bal ance so
it couldn't get around the stool and at her side, or under the stool and at her ankles, or over
the stool and at her face. In spite of its injuries, the dog was

qui ck, strong, dear God, hugely strong, and as lithe as a cat. The mus-

cles in her arms burned with the effort, and her heart hammered so

hard that her vision brightened then dinmed with each hard pul se, but she dared not relent even
for a second. When the stool began to fold shut, pinching two of her fingers, she popped it open
at once, jabbed the legs into the dog, jabbed, jabbed, until she drove the ani mal agai nst the
bedroom door, where she caged it between that panel of Masonite and the | egs of the stool. The
Dober man squi rned, snarled, snapped at the stool, clawed at the floor, clawed at the door, kicked,
frantic to escape its trap. It was Chyna's weight and all nuscle, not containable for |ong. She

| eaned her body against the stool, pressing it into the dog, then et go of the stool with one
hand so she could extract the hamrer from her wai stband. She couldn't control the stool as wel
with one hand as with twd, and the dog eel ed up the bedroom door and came

over the top of its cage, straining its head forward, snapping savagely at her, its teeth huge,

sl obber flying fromits chops, eyes black and bl oody and protuberant with rage. Still |eaning

agai nst the stool, Chyna swung the big hamrer. It struck with a pock on bone, and the dog
screanmed. Chyna swung the hamer again, |anding a second blow on the skull, and the dog stopped
scream ng, sl unped.

She stepped back. The stool clattered to the floor. The dog was still breathing. It made a pitifu
sound. Then it tried to get up

She swung the hammer a third tinme. That was the end of it. Breathing raggedly, dripping cold
sweat, Chyna dropped the hammrer and stunbled into the bathroom She threw up in the toilet,
purgi ng herself of Vess's coffeecake.

She did not feel triunphant. In her entire Iife, she had never killed anything |larger than a

pal metto beede-until now. Self-defense justified the killing but didn't make it easier.

Acutely aware of how little tine they had | eft, she neverthel ess paused at the sink to splash
handfuls of cold water in her face and to rinse out her nouth.

Her reflection in the mrror scared her. Such a face. Bruised and bl oodi ed. Eyes sunken, encircled
by dark rings. Hair dirty and tan-

gl ed. She | ooked crazed.

In a way, she was crazy. Crazy with a love of freedom wth an ur-

gent thirst for it. Finally, finally. Freedomfrom Vess and from her nother. Fromthe past. From
the need to understand. She was crazy

with the hope that she could save Ariel and at |ast do nore than nmerely survive.

The girl was on a sofa in the |ounge, hugging herself, rocking back and forth. She was maki ng her
first sound since Chyna had seen her through the view port in the padded door the previous

morni ng: a wetched, rhythmc noaning. "It's okay, honey. Hush now. Everything's going to be al
right. You'll see.™

The girl continued nmpani ng and woul d not be soothed. Chyna |ed her for-ward, settled her into the
copilot's seat, and engaged her safety harness. "W're getting out of here, baby. It's all over
now. "

She swung into the driver's seat. The engi ne was runni ng and not overheated. According to the fue
gauge, they had plenty of gasoline. Good oil pressure. No warning |lights were agl ow

The instrunent panel included a clock. Maybe it didn't keep tine well. The notor home was ol d,
after all. The clock read ten mnutes till mdnight.

Chyna switched on the headlights, disengaged the energency brake, and put the notor hone in gear.
She renmenbered that she must not risk spinning the wheels and digging tire-clutching holes in the
| awn. | nstead of accelerating, she allowed the vehicle to drift slowy forward, off the grass, and
then she turned left onto the driveway, headi ng east.

She wasn't accustomed to driving anything as |large as the notor home, but she handled it well
enough. After what she'd been through in the past twenty-four hours, there wasn't a vehicle in the
worl d that would be too nuch for her to handle. If the only thing availabl e had been an arny tank,
she woul d have figured out howto work the co' trols and howto westle with the steering, and she
woul d have driven it out of here.

d ancing at the side mrror, she watched the 1 og house dwindling into the moonlit night behind
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them The place was full of Iight and appeared as wel comi ng as any honme that she had ever seen
Ariel had fallen silent. She was bent forward in her harness. Her hands were buried in her hair
and she was clutching her head as if she felt it would explode. "W're on our way," Chyna assured
her. "Not far now, not far."

The girl's face was no longer placid, as it had been since Chyna first glinpsed her in the
lamplight in the doll-crowded room and it was

not lovely either. Her features were contorted in an expression of wenching angui sh, and she
appeared to be sobbi ng, although she produced no sound and no tears.

It was inpossible to know what tornments the girl was suffering. Perhaps she was terrified that
they woul d encounter Edgler Vess and be stopped only a few feet short of escape. O perhaps she
wasn't re-

acting to anything here, now, but was lost in a terrible nmonent of the past, or was responding to
i magi nary events in the fantasy El sewhere into which Vess had driven her

They topped the bald rise and started down a | ong gradual slope where trees crowded close to the
driveway. Chyna was sure that Vess had paused on both sides of a gate the previous norning, when
he had driven onto the property, and she figured it couldn't be rmuch farther ahead.

Vess hadn't gotten out of the nmotor honme to deal with the gate. It nust be electrically operated
Gipping the steering wheel with one hand, Chyna slid open the tambour top on the consol e box
between the seats. She funbled through the contents and found a renpte-control device just as the
gate appeared in the headlights.

The barrier was form dable. Steel posts. Tubular steel rails and crossbars. Barbed wire. She hoped
to God that she wouldn't have to ramit, because even the big nmotor honme might not be able to
break it down.

She pointed the renpote control at the wi ndshield, pressed the button, and jubilantly said, "Yes,"
when the gate began to swing i nward

She |l et up on the accel erator and tapped the brake pedal, giving the heavy barrier time to cone
all the way open before she got close enough to obstruct it. The gate noved ponderously.

Fear beat through her, like the frantic wings of a dark bird, and she was suddenly sure that Vess
was going to pull his car into the end of the driveway, blocking them just as the gate finished
openi ng.

But she drove between the posts to a two-1lane blacktop highway that led |eft and right. No car was
visible in either direction.

To the north, left, the highway clinbed into a forested ni ght, to-

ward ragged noon-frosted clouds and stars, as if it were a ranp that would carry themright off
the planet and up into deepest space.

To the south, the | anes descended, curving out of sight through fields and woods. In the distance,
perhaps five or six mles away, a faint golden radiance |ay against the night, |ike a Japanese fan
on black velvet, as if a snmall town waited in that direction

Chyna turned south, |eaving Edgler Vess's gate w de open. She accelerated. Twenty mles an hour
Thirty. She held the nmotor home at forty miles an hour, but she found it easy to imagi ne that she
was going faster than any jet plane. Flying, free.

Al t hough she was suffering uncounted pains and was pl agued by a degree of bone-deep exhaustion
that she'd never before experienced, her spirit soared. "Chyna Shepherd, untouched and alive," she
said, not as a prayer but as a report to God.

They were in a rural stretch of countryside, with no houses or businesses to either the east or
the west of the road, no lights except the glow in the distance, but Chyna felt batbed in |ight.
Ariel continued to clutch her head, and her sweet face remained tornented. "Ariel, untouched and
alive," Chyna told her. "Untouched and alive. Alive. It's okay, honey. Everything's going to be

okay." She checked the odoneter. "It's three nmiles behind us and getting farther behind every

m nute, every second."

They crested a low hill, and Chyna squinted in the sudden flare of onconing headlights. A single
car was approaching uphill in the northbound | ane.

She tensed, because it mght be Vess. The clock showed three mnutes to mdnight. Even if it was
Vess, and though he would be certain to recognize his own vehicle, Chyna felt secure. The notor
home was a | ot bigger than his car, so he wouldn't be able to run her off the highway. In fact,
she'd be able to snmash the hell out of him if it came to that, and she wouldn't hesitate to use
the notor hone as a battering ramif she couldn't outrun him

But it wasn't Vess. As the car drew nearer, she saw sonething on the roof, first thought that it
was a ski rack, but then realized that it was an array of unlit emergency beacons and a siren-
bul l hom Last night, as she had foll owed Vess north on Hi ghway ioi toward redwood country, she had
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hoped to encounter a police car-and now she had found one.

She pounded the hom flashed the headlights, and braked the notor hone. "Cops!" she told Ariel.
"Honey, see, everything's going to be all right. W found ourselves sonme cops!"”

The girl huddl ed forward, snared in her harness.

AL

in response to her horn and the flashing lights, the police officer switched on his energency
beacons, although he didn't use his siren

Chyna pulled to the side of the road and stopped. "They can get Vess before he discovers we're
gone and tries to run."

The crui ser had already passed her. She had glinpsed the words SHERI FF' S DEPARTMENT in the crest
on the driver's door, and they were

the two nost glorious words in the English | anguage.

In the sideview mrror, she watched the car as it hung a wide U-turn

inthe mddle of the road. It cane past her in the southbound |ane now, and it coasted to a stop
thirty feet ahead, on the gravel ed shoul der

Rel i eved and exhil arated, Chyna opened her door and junped down fromthe driver's seat. She headed
toward the cruiser.

She could see that only one officer was in the car. He was wearing a trooper's hat with a wi de
brim He didn't seemto be in any hurry to

get out.

The revol ving energency beacons cast off gouts of red Iight that streaned across the noonlit
pavenment, and splashes of blue light as in

a turbulent dream while the tall trees by the side of the road appeared to | eap cl ose and then
away, close and then away. A wind canme out of nowhere to harry dead | eaves and cl ouds of grit
across the blacktop as

t hough the strobing beacons thensel ves had di sturbed the still ness.

Al nost hal fway to the car, where the policeman still sat behind the steering wheel, Chyna
renenbered the files in Vess's study, and suddenly they nmeant sonething far different from what
they had neant before, as did the handcuffs.

She stopped. "Onh, Jesus." She knew. Chyna spun away fromthe bl ack-and-white and sprinted back to
the notor hone. In the flashing blue and red |ight, weighed down by the fat noon, she felt as if
she were running slow notion in a dream through air as thick as custard.

Wien she reached the open door she glanced toward the patrol car. The cop was getting out.

Gaspi ng, Chyna clinbed up into the driver's seat, pulling the door shut behind her

The officer had gotten out of the cruiser. Edgler Vess. Chyna rel eased the enmergency brake. Vess
opened fire.

Sheri ff Edgl er Foreman Vess, youngest sheriff in the county's history, watches the side mrror as
Chyna Shepherd hurries along the shoul - der of the highway toward his patrol car, and he wonders
if this woman is, after all, his blown tire, the destroyer of his bright future. Wen she abruptly
stops, whi ps around, and races back through the flashing Iights toward the nmotor honme, M. Vess's
al arm i ncr eases.

At the sane tine, he is enornously taken with her and is not en-

tirely sorry that they nmet. He says al oud, "Wat a clever bitch you are.

Getting out of the black-and-white, he draws his revolver, intending to put a round in one of her

| egs. He still has sone hope of salvalLyinLy the situation. If he can disable her and get her into
t he not or

home before another notorist comes along, all will be well. What fimhe will have when he waps
her in chains again. Ariel won't |lift a hand to help this wonman, and if she tries, he'll pistol-

whip the little bitch into subm ssion; that will spoil the plans he has for her, but he's been
| ooki ng at her beautiful face for a year, wanting to smash it, and the smashing will b,*
enornously satisfying even in these circunstances.

Al t hough Vess is quick getting out of the car, Chyna is faster. By the time he raises the
revol ver, she is behind the wheel of the notor hone, draw ng the door shut.

He can't take any chances now, can't risk nerely wounding her to

have fan with her later. She has to be wasted. He punps six rounds through the w ndshi el d.

ubw

When Chyna saw t he gun comi ng up, she shouted, "Get down!" She pushed Ariel's head bel ow the
wi ndshi el d, throw ng herself sideways, half out of her seat, across the open console. She covered
the girl as
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best she could, squeezing her eyes tightly shut and shouting at the girl to close hers too.
@unshots cracked, one right after the other, as fast as Vess could squeeze them off, and the

wi ndshi el d i npl oded. Sheets of gumy safety glass crashed into the front seats, spilling over
Chyna and the girl, and things split and shattered farther back in the notor hone as

the slugs found stopping points.

She tried to count the shots. She thought she heard six. Maybe only five. She wasn't sure. Damm.
Then she realized that it didn't matter how many rounds he'd fired, because she hadn't gotten a
good | ook at the weapon. She didn't know for sure that it was a revolver. A pistol wouldn't have
just six rounds; it could have ten or nore, a |lot nore

if it had an expanded nmgazi ne.

Risking a bullet in the face, Chyna sat up, shaking off cascades of gummy-prickly glass, and

| ooked out through the enpty windshield" franme. She saw Edgler Vess by the patrol car, thirty feet
away. He was

ti ppi ng the expended cartridges out of his piece, so it had to be a revol ver.

Al ready she had rel eased the energency brake. Now she shifted the notor hone out of park

Standing tall, appearing cool and unhurried but neverthel ess ninbl e-fingered, Vess plucked a
speedl oader fromthe dunp pouch on
his gun belt.

Thanks to her nother's crimninal friends, Chyna knew all about speedl oaders. Before Vess could

rel oad, she took her foot off the brake pedal and stonped the accel erator.

Move, nobve, nove.

Sli pping the speedl oader into the revolver and twisting it, Vess |ooked up al nbst casual ly when he
heard the roar of the notor-hone engine.

Chyna drove onto the pavenent as though she intended to sweep past the patrol car and away, but
she was going to run the freak into the ground.

Vess dropped the speedl oader, snapped the cylinder shut. Afraid that Ariel night |ook up, Chyna
shouted, "Stay down, stay down!" She ducked her own head just as a slug snmacked off the w ndow
frame and ricocheted back through the vehicle.

She raised her head at once, because the notor home was on the nove, and she needed to see what
she was doi ng. She swung the wheel to the right, heading for Vess at the open door of the patro
car.

He fired again, and she seened to be | ooking straight down the bore of the barrel when the quick
flane flared. She heard a strange hissing-throbbing-buzzing, not unlike the Iightning-quick
passage of a fat bunbl ebee on a summer afternoon, and she snelled sonmething hot,like singed hair.
Vess dived into the car to get out of her way. The notor home smashed into the open door, ripping
it away, maybe taking off one or both of the hateful bastard s |egs as well.

The fragrance of gunfire always reninds Sheriff Vess of the stink of sex, maybe because it snells
hot or maybe because there's a trace of the same amoni a odor in gunpowder that is stronger in
senmen, but no matter what the reason, gunfire excites himand gives himan instant erection, and
when he leaps into the car, he lets out an exuberant whoop. The roar of the notor hone is al
around him bearing down on him the headlights blazing, as nmuch tunult as if he were in the

m ddl e of a close encounter of the third kind. As he dives for safety, he yanks his legs in after
hi nsel f, knowing that this is going to be close, dam close, which is what nmakes itfun. Sonething
raps hard against his right foot, cold wind rushes in around him the driver's door tears off and
clatters end over end al ong the blacktop as the notor home shrieks past.

The sheriffs right foot is nunb, and al though he feels no pain yet, he believes that i4m ght have
been crushed or even torn off. Wien he sits up in the driver's seat, holsters his revolver, and
reaches down with one hand to feel for the expected stunp and the warm gush of bl ood, he discovers
that he is intact. The heel was torn off his boot. just that. No worse. The rubber heel

His foot is nunb, and his calf tingles all the way to the knee, but the sheriff |aughs. "You'l
pay for the shoe repair, you bitch."

The notor hone is two hundred feet fromhim headi ng south. Because he never switched off the
engi ne when he pulled onto the shoul der of the highway, he needs only to rel ease the hand brake
and shift into drive. The tires kick up a stormof gravel that thunders agai nst the undercarri age.
The bl ack-and-white |urches forward. Hot

rubber shrieks |like babies in pain, bites into the blacktop, and Vess rockets after the notor
hore.

Too late, distracted by his nunmb foot and reckl essly eager to get his hands on the woman, he
realizes that the big vehicle is no | onger heading south. It's reversing toward himat maybe
thirty iles an hour, even faster

file:/l/F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Koontz,%20Dean%20-%20Intensity.txt (139 of 146) [1/17/03 3:06:18 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/K oontz,%20D ean%20-%20I ntensity.txt

He slams his foot down on the brake pedal, but before he can pull the wheel to the left to get out
of the way, the motor home crashes into himwi th a horrendous sound, and it's like hitting a rock
wal | . H's head snaps back, and then he pitches forward agai nst the steering wheel so

hard that all the breath is knocked out of him while a dizzying darkness swirls at the edges of
hi s vision.

The hood buckl es and pops open, and he can't see a damm thing through the w ndshield. But he hears
his tires spinning and snells burning rubber. The patrol car is being pushed backward, and though
the collision dramatically slowed the notor home for a nonment, it's picking up speed again.

He tries to shift the black-and-white into reverse, figuring that he can back away fromthe notor
hone even as it's pushing at him but the stick first stutters stubbornly in his hand, clunks into
neutral, and then freezes. The transnission is shot.

As bad: He suspects that the smashed front end of the car is hung up on the back of the notor

hore.

She's going to push himoff the highway. In sone places the drop-off fromthe shoul der is eight or
ten feet and steep enough virtually to ensure that the patrol car will tunble ass-over-teakettle
if it goes over the edge. Worse, if they are hung up on each other, and if the woman doesn't have

full control of the notor hone, she'll nost likely roll it off the road on top of the bl ack-and-
white, crushing him
Hel I, maybe that's what she's trying to do. She's a dam singularity, all right, in her own way

just like him He admires her for it.

He snells gasoline. This is not a good place to be. To the right of the center console and the
police radio (which he switched off when he first saw the notor honme and realized that it was his
own), a punp-action 20-gauge shotgun is nounted barrel-up in

spring clips attached to the dashboard. It has a five-shell magazine, which Sheriff Vess al ways
keeps | oaded.

He grabs the shotgun, wenches it out of the clips, holds it in both hands, and slides left from
behi nd the steering wheel. He bails out through the nissing door

They're reversing at twenty or twenty-five mles an hour, rapidly gaining speed because the car is
in neutral and no |onger resisting the backward rush. The pavenent comes up to neet himas though
he's a parachutist with huge holes in his silks. He hits and rolls, keeping his arns tucked in
agai nst his body in the hope that he won't break any bones, fiercely clutching the shotgun
tunbl i ng di agonally across the blacktop to the shoul der beyond the northbound |ane. He tries to
keep his head up, but he takes a bad knock, and another. He wel cones the pain, shouting with
delight, reveling in the incredible intensity of this adventure.

Chyna was watching the side mirror when Edgl er Vess sprang out of the patrol car, slanmed into the
bl ackt op, and rolled across the highway.

66 Shit. " By the tinme that Chyna braked to a full stop, crying out at the flash of pain in her
bitten foot, Vess was sprawl ed facedown on the far shoul der of the roadway, three hundred feet to
the south. He lay perfectly still. Though she didn't believe that the tunble had killed him she

was sure that he nust be unconscious or at |east dazed.

She wasn't capable of running over himwhile he lay insensate. But she wasn't going to wait around
to give hima sporting chance either

She buckl ed into the conbinati on shoul der and | ap belt. She suspected that she was going to need
it.

As she shifted into drive and started forward, she became aware of a sharp stinging along the
right side of her head, and when she put a hand to her scal p, she discovered that she was

bl eedi ng. The passi ng bunbl *ee buzz had been a grazing bullet, which had burned a shall ow furrow
about three inches long and a sixteenth of an inch deep. Any closer, it would have taken off the
side of her skull. This also explained the faint snmell of burning that she'd briefly detected: hot
| ead, a few singed hairs.

Ariel was sitting up in a sparkling mantilla and shaw of gumy gl ass. She gazed out through the
m ssing wi ndshield toward Vess, but she was bl ank-eyed.

The girl's hands were bl eeding. Chyna's heart |eaped at the sight of the wet blood, but she
realized that the wounds were only tiny cuts, nothing serious. The safety glass couldn't cause
mortal injury, but it was prickly enough to nick the skin.

When Chyna | ooked at Vess again, he was on his hands and knees, two hundred feet away. Beside him
| ay a shotgun.

She tranped on the accelerator. A hard clunk at the back of the notor home. The vehicl e shook
Anot her clunk. Then a scraping noi se arose, and a hellacious clatterjangle, but they gai ned speed.
d ancing at the side mrror, she saw showers of sparks as ragged steel scraped across bl acktop
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The danmaged patrol car was behind her, nunbling along in her wake. She was dragging it.

Sheriff Vess's right ear is badly abraded, torn, and the smell of his blood is |ike January w nd
rushi ng across snowfi el ds high on a noun-

tain slope. A brassy ringing in both ears reminds himof the bitter netallic taste of the spider
in the Tenpl eton house, and he savors it.

As he gets to his feet, all bones intact, choking down the interestingly sour insistence of vomt,
he picks up the shotgun. He's happy to

see that it seens to have cone through in fine shape.

The notor hone is angling toward himacross the two-1ane, about a hundred fifty feet away but
closing fast, a juggernaut.

I nstead of running off the road into the woods and away fromthe oncom ng vehicle, he sprints
toward it in a rightward-1leading |loop that will bring himalongside as it races past. He's |inping-
not because he has injured his leg but sinply because he is nissing the heel on his right boot.
inle than the lunEven with one boot heel too few, Vess is nore ag bering vehicle, and the woman
sees that she's not going to be able to

run himdown. She al so sees the shotgun, no doubt, and she pulls the steering wheel to her right,
away fromhim ready to settle for escape instead of vengeance.

He has no intention of trying to blast her head off through the already shattered w ndshield or
through the side wi ndow, partly because he's begi nning to be spooked by her resilience and doesn't
think he'll be able to do enough damage to stop her as she sails past like a

skeet disk. Also, it's far easier to halt and shoot fromthe hip than to raise the gun and aim
and shooting fromthe hip nmeans shooting | ow

The recoil fromthe first three rounds, fired as quickly as he can work the punp action, nearly
pounds the sheriff off his feet, but he takes out the front tire on the driver's side.

Hardly six feet fromhim the notor hone starts to slide. Snakes of rubber uncoil into the air
fromthe ruined tire. As the behenoth streaks past, Vess uses his last two rounds to bl ow out the
rear tire on the driver's side.

Now Ms. Chyna Shepherd, untouched and alive, has big trouble.

The steering wheel spun back and forth in Chyna's hands, burning her palns as she tried
determnedly to hold on to it.

She tapped the brakes, and that seened to be the absolute wong thing to do because the vehicle
yawed dangerously to the left, but when she let up on the brakes, that al so seemed to be w ong
because it yawed even nore wildly to the right. The trailing bl ack-and-white stuttered agai nst the
back bunper, and the notor hone shuddered

even as it swayed nore violently side to side, and Chyna knew that they were going to tip over
Hal f drunk on the deliciously complex snell of his own blood and the pure-sex stink of the shotgun
fire, Sheriff Vess tosses the 20-gauge asi de when the magazine is enpty. Wth shining-eyed gl ee,
he wat ches as the aged notor home rises inevitably off its starboard tires, tilting along the

ni ght highway on its port-side wheel rinms. Virtually all of the rubber has shredded away; strips
and chunks of it litter both | anes. Jhe steel rins carve into the blacktop with a grinding sound
that rem nds himof the texture of crinoline crisp with dried blood, which brings to mnd the
taste of a certain young lady's nouth in the very nonment that she died. Then the vehicle crashes
onto its side hard enough for Vess to feel vibrations in the pavement beneath his feet. The flat
boom echoes back and forth between the road-flanking trees, |like the devil's own shotgun fire.
Hung up on the back of the notor home, the black-and-white is hauled onto its side by the |arger
vehicle. Then it finally tears |oose,

flips onto its roof, spins three hundred and sixty degrees, and cones

to rest in the northbound I ane.

The notor hone is far past the car, three hundred feet away fromthe sheriff and still sliding,
but it is slowing and will soon stop.

Everything is screwed up big time: the ness scattered all over the highway, which he will be hard-
pressed to explain; the ruination of his plan to deal with Ariel in the methodi cal manner that has
kept him so

excited for the past year; and the incrimnating bodies in the bedroomof his notor hone.

Yet Sheriff Vess has never felt half as buoyant as he does now. He is so alive, all of his senses
enhanced by the ferocity of the nonent.

He feels giddy, silly. He wants to caper under the noon and twirl with his arns out like a child
maki ng himsel f dizzy with the sight of spinning stars.

But there are two deaths to be dealt, a lovely young face to be disfigured, and that is fun too.
He reaches to his holster for his revolver. Evidently it fell out when he | eaped fromthe car and
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tunbl ed across the highway. He | ooks around for it.

When the notor hone slid to a stop, Chyna wasted no tinme being as-

tonished to be alive. Instantly she di sengaged her safety harness and then the girl's.

The starboard flank of the tipped-over notor honme had becone its ceiling in this new orientation
Ariel clung to the door handle up there to avoid droppi ng dowmn on top of Chyna. The port flank
where Chyna lay, was now essentially the floor. The window in the driver's door at her side

provi ded a cl ose-up view only of blacktop

She struggl ed out of her seat, turned around, and perched on the dashboard with her back to the
wi ndshi el d and her feet on the consol e box. She | eaned her right side against the steering wheel
The air was thick with gasoline funes. Breathing was difficult. She reached to Ariel and said,
"Come on, baby, out through the wi ndshield, quickly now "

Wien the girl failed to | ook at her but clung to the door and stared out the side w ndow at the
ni ght sky, Chyna took her by the shoul der and pul | ed.

"Come on, honey, come on, come on, cone on," she urged. "It's

dam stupid if we die now, after getting this far. If you die now, won't the dolls | augh? Wn't
they | augh and | augb?"

_<v

Here, now, cones Sheriff Edgler Vess, battered and bl eeding but sprightly in his step, past the
roof of the notor home, which is now essentially the vehicle's port flank as it lies half capsized
on this sea of blacktop and spilled gasoline. He glances curiously at the broken-out skylight but
proceeds w thout hesitation to the front of the vehiclewhere he discovers Chyna and Ariel, naughty
girls, who have just cone out through the w ndshield.

Their backs are to him and they are noving away, heading toward the west side of the hi ghway,
where a sheltering grove of pines stands not far beyond the pavenent, surely hoping to scuttle out
of sight before he finds them The wonan is hobbling, urging the girl along with a hand in the
smal | of her back.

Though the sheriff was unable to find his revolver, he has the 20gauge, which he holds in both
hands by the barrel. He conmes in fast behind them The woman hears the odd squi sh that he mekes
i npi ng on one bad boot heel across the reeking wet pavenent, but she doesn't have a chance to
turn fully and confront him Vess swings the shotgun |like a club, putting everything he has into
it, smashing the flat of the stock across her shoul der bl ades.

The wonman is knocked off her feet, the breath hammered from her, unab4* to cry out. She pitches
forward and sprawl s facedown on the pavenent, perhaps unconscious but certainly stunned i nmobil e.
Ariel totters forward in the direction that she was headed, as though she knows not hi ng of what
happened to Chyna, and perhaps she doesn't. Maybe she is desperate for freedom but nore likely
she is stunbling across the blacktop with no nore awareness than a wi ndup doll.

The wonan rolls onto her back, |ooking up at him not dazed but white and wild-eyed with rage.
"CGod fears nme," he says, which are words that can be formed fromthe letters of his nane.

But the worman seens uni nmpressed. \Weezi ng, because of either the fumes or the blow to the back
she says, "Fuck you."

When he kills her, he will have to eat a piece of her, as he ate the spider, because in the
difficult days ahead, he may need a nmeasure of her extraordinary strength.

Ariel is fifty or sixty feet away, and the sheriff considers going after her. He decides to finish
the wonman first, because the girl can't get far in her condition

When Vess | ooks down again, the wonan is withdrawing a snall object froma pocket of her jeans.
Chyna held the butane lighter that she'd been carrying since the ser-

vice station where Vess had nurdered the clerks. She rel eased the childproof |ock on the gas |ever
and slid her thunmb onto the striker wheel. She was terrified toignite it. She lay in gasoline,
and her clothes, her hair, were soaked with it. She could barely draw breath through the
suffocating funes. Her trenbling hand was danp with gasoline too, and she figured that the flane
woul d | eap inmediately to

her thunb, travel down her hand, her arm enshrouding her entire body in only seconds.

But she had to trust that there was justice in the universe and nmeaning in the redwood mists, for
wi t hout that trust, she would be no

better than Edgler Vess, no better than a mindlessly seeking palnetto beetle.

She was lying at Vess's feet. Even if the worst happened, she would take himw th her. "Forever,k"
she said, because that was another word that could be formed fromthe letters of his nanme, and she
t hunmbed the striker wheel

A pure flane spurted fromthe Bic but didn't instantly |leap to her thumb, so she thrust the
Iighter against Vess's boot, dropped it, and the flame went out at once but not before igniting
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t he gasol i ne-soaked | eat her

Even as Chyna let go of the lighter, she rolled away from Vess, arns tucked agai nst her breast,
spi nni ng across the bl ackt op, shocked by how quickly fire exploded high into the night behind her
with a

wboosb and a sudden wave of heat. Ethereally beautiful blue flanmes nust be streaking toward her
across the saturated pavenent, and she steeled herself for the killing rapture of fire-but then
she was out of the gasoline, rolling across dry highway.

Gasping for air, she shoved onto her feet, backing farther fromthe burning pavenent and fromthe
beast in the conflagration

Edgl er Vess was wearing boots of fire, scream ng and stanping his feet as great sheets of flane
were flung up fromthe bl acktop around him

Chyna saw his hair ignite, and she | ooked away. Ariel was well beyond the gasoline-wet pavenent
and out of danger, though she seened oblivious of the blaze. She was stopped with her back to the
fire, gazing up at the stars.

Chyna hurried to the girl and | ed her another twenty feet south on

the highway, just to be safe.

Vess's screaning was shrill and terrible and | ouder now, |ouder because, as Chyna di scovered when
she turned to | ook back, the freak was conming after them a pillar of fire, totally engul fed. Yet
he was on

his feet, slogging through the boiling tar that bubbled out of the softening blacktop. Hi s bright
arms stretched in front of him blue-white tongues of fire seething off his fingertips. A tornado
of blood-red fire whirled in his open nouth, dragon fire spouted fromhis nostrils, his face

vani shed behi nd an orange nmask of flames, yet he came onward, stubborn as a sunset, screaning
Chyna pushed the girl behind her, but then Vess abruptly veered away fromthem and it becane
clear to her that he hadn't seen them He was seared blind, chasing neither her nor Ariel but an
undeserved mercy.

In the mddle of the highway, he fell across the yellow lines and lay there, jerking and
twitching, withing and kicking, gradually turning on his side' pulling his knees up to his chest,
fol ding his blackened hands under his chin. His head curled down to his hands as though his neck
were nelting and unable to support it. Soon he was silent in his burning.

V

On one level, Vess knew the fading screamwas his own, but his suffering was so intense that

bi zarre thoughts flared through his mind in a blaze of delirium On another |evel, he believed
that this eerie cry was not his own, after all, but issued fromthe unborn twin of the service-
station clerk, which had left its inmage as a raw pink birthmark on the forehead of its brother. At
the end, Vess was very afraid in the strangeness of the consunming fire, and then he was not a nan
any nmore but only an enduring darkness.

Pulling Ariel with her, Chyna backed farther fromthe fire, but at |ast she was unable to stand
one nonent |onger. She sat on the hi ghway, shaking uncontrollably, pain-racked, sick with relief
She began to cry, sobbing like a child, like an eight-year-old girl, loosing all of the tears
never spent under beds or in mce-infested barn lofts or on |ightningscorched beaches.

In tinme, headlights appeared in the distance. Chyna watched as

t hey approached, while beside her the girl mutely studied the noon.

12

From her hospital bed, Chyna gave detailed statenents to the police but none to the reporters who
strove so arduously to reach her. Fromthe cops, in a spirit of reciprocity, she |earned a great
many thi ngs about Edgler Vess and the extent of his crines, although none of it explained him

Two things were of personal interest to her: First, Paul Tenpleton, Laura's father, had been
visiting Oregon on

a business trip, weeks before Vess's assault on his fanly, when he had been stopped for speeding.
The officer who wote the citation was the young sheriff hinself. It nust have been on this
occasi on that the photographs had accidentally dropped out of Paul's wallet as he had been hunting
for his driver's license, giving Vess a chance to see Laura's striking face.

Second, Ariel's conplete nane was Ariel Beth Delane. Until one year ago, she had lived with her
parents and her nine-year-old brother in a quiet suburb of Sacranmento, California. The nother and
father had been shot in their beds. The boy had been tortured to death with the tools froma kit
that Ms. Delane had used in her doll-nmaki ng hobby, and there was reason to believe that Ariel had
been forced to watch before Vess had taken her away.

Besi des pol i cenen, Chyna saw numnerous physicians. In addition to the necessary treatnment for her
physical injuries, she was nore than once urged to discuss her experiences with a psychiatrist.
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The nost

persi stent of these was a pleasant nan naned Dr. Kevin Lofghm a

boyish fifty-year-old with a nusical |augh and a nervous habit of pulling on his right earl obe
until it was cherry red. "I don't need ther-

apy," she told him "because life is therapy.” He didn't quite understand this, and he wanted her
to tell himabout her codependent rel ationship with her nother, though it hadn't been codependent
for at | east ten years, since she had wal ked out. He wanted to help her learn to cope with grief,
but she told him "I don't want to |learn to cope with it, Doctor. | want tofeel it." Wen he spoke
of post-traumatic stress

syndrome, she spoke of hope; when he spoke of self-fulfillment, she spoke of responsibility; when
he spoke of mechani snms for inproving self-esteem she spoke of faith and trust; and after a while
he seemed to decide that he could do nothing for someone who was speaking a | anguage so different
fromhis own.

The doctors and nurses were worried that she would be unable to sleep, but she slept soundly. They
were certain that she would have nightnares, but she only dreanmed of a cathedral forest where she
was never alone and al ways safe.

On April eleventh, just twelve days after being admitted to the hospital, she was di scharged, and
when she went out the front doors, there were over a hundred newspaper, radio, and television
reporters waiting for her, including those fromthe sleazy tabloid shows that had sent her
contracts, by Federal Express, offering large suns to tell her story. She nade her way through
them wi t hout answering any of their shouted questions but wi thout being inpolite. As she reached
the taxi that was waiting, for her, one of them pushed a microphone in her face and said inanely,
"Ms. Shepherd, what does it feel like to be such a fanous hero?" She stopped then and turned and
said, "I"'mno hero. I'mjust passing through like all of you, wondering why it has to be so hard,
hoping I never have to hurt anyone agai n." Those cl ose enough to hear what she said fell silent,
but the others shrieked at her again. She got into the taxi and rode away.

The Del ane fanily had been heavily nortgaged and addicted to easy credit from Visa and Master Card
bef ore Edgl er Vess had freed themfromtheir debts, so there was no estate to which Ariel was
heir. Her paternal grandparents were alive but in poor health and with only limted financi al

r esour ces.

Even if there had been any relatives financially confortable enough to assunme the burden of
raising a teenage girl with Ariel's singular problens, they would not have felt adequate to the
task. The girl was

made a ward of the court, remanded to the care of a psychiatric hospital operated by the State of
Cal i forni a.

No fam |y menber objected. Through that sumrer and autumm, Chyna travel ed weekly from San

Franci sco to Sacranento, petitioning the court to be declared Ariel Beth Del ane's sole | ega
guardi an, visiting the girl, and working patiently-sonme clai med stubbornly-through the byzantine
| egal and social -services systens. O herw se, they would have condemmed the girl to alife in
asyluns that were called "care facilities."

Al 't hough Chyna truly didn't see herself as a hero, many others did. The admiration with which
certain influential people regarded her was at |ast the key that unl ocked the bureaucratic heart
and got her the pernmanent custody that she wanted. On a norning late in January, ten nonths after
she had freed the girl fromthe doll-guarded cellar, she drove out of Sacranmento with Ariel beside
her.

They went home to the apartnent in San Franci sco.

Chyna never finished her master's degree in psychol ogy, which she had been so close to earning.
She continued her studies at the University of California at San Francisco, but she changed her
major to literature. She had always liked to read, and though she didn't believe she possessed any
witing talent, she thought she m ght enjoy being a book editor one day, working with witers.
There was nore truth in fiction than in science. She could also see herself as a teacher. |If she
spent the rest of her life waiting tables, that was all right as well, because she was good at it
and found dignity in the |abor.

The followi ng sutmer, while Chyna was working the dinner shift, she and Ariel began spendi ng many
nmorni ngs and early afternoons at the beach. The girl liked to stare out at the bay from behind
dark sungl asses, and sonetines she could be induced to stand at water's edge with the surf

br eaki ng around her ankl es.

One day in June, not realizing quite what she was doi ng, Chyna used her index finger to wite a
word in the sand: PEACE. She stared at it for a minute, and to her surprise, she said to Ariel,
"That's a word that can be made fromthe letters of nmy nane."
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On the first of July, while Ariel sat on their blanket, gazing out at the sun-spangl ed water
Chyna tried to read a newspaper, but every story distressed her. War, rape, nurder, robbery,
politicians spew ng

hatred fromall ends of the political spectrum She read a novie review full of vicious ipse dixit
criticismof the director and screenwiter, questioning their very right to create, and then
turned to a wonan

columist's equally vitriolic attack on a novelist, none of it genuine criticism mnerely venom
and she threw the paper in a trash can. Any nore, such little hatreds and indirect assaults seened
to her unconfortably clear reflections of stronger homicidal inpulses that infected the human

spirit; symbolic killings were different only in degree, not
in kind, from genuine nmurder, and the sickness in the assailants' hearts was the sane.
There are no explanations for human evil. Only excuses.

Also in early July, she noticed a man of about thirty who cane to

the beach a few nornings a week with his eight-year-old son and a | aptop conputer on which he
worked in the deep shade of an unbrella. Eventually, they struck up a conversation. The father's
name was Ned Barnes, and his boy was Janie. Ned was a wi dower and, of all things, a freelance
witer with several npdestly successful novels to his credit. Janie devel oped a crush on Ariel and
brought her things that he found special-a handful of wildflowers, an interesting seashell, a

pi cture of a com cal -1 ooking dog torn froma magazi ne-and put them besi de her on the bl anket

wi t hout asking that she be mindful of them

On August twel fth, Chyna cooked a spaghetti-and-neatball dinner for the four of them at the
apartnment. Later she and Ned played Go Fish and other games with Jamie while Ariel sat staring

pl acidly at her hands. Since the night in the notor hone, that terrible angui shed ex-

pression and silent scream had not crossed the girl's face. She had al so stopped huggi ng herself
and rocki ng anxi ously.

Later in August, the four of themwent to a novie together, and they continued to see one anot her
at the beach, where they took up tenancy side by side. Their relationship was very relaxed, with
no

pressure or expectations. None of them wanted anything nore than to be | ess al one.

In Septenber, just after Labor Day, when there would not be many nore days warm enough to
recommend the beach, Ned | ooked up fromhis | aptop next door and said, "Chyna."

She was reading a novel and only replied, "Hmm" w thout taking her eyes off the page.

He insisted, "Look. Look at Ariel." The girl wore cut-off blue jeans and a | ong-sl eeve bl ouse,
because the day was already a touch cool for sunbathing. She was barefoot at

the edge of the water, surf breaking around her ankles, but she was not standing zonbie-like and
staring bayward, as usual. Instead, her arms were stretched over her head, and she was wavi ng her
hands in the air while quietly dancing in place. "She | oves the bay so,” Ned said.

Chyna was unabl e to speak. "She loves life," he said. Choking on enbtion, Chyna prayed that it was
true. The girl didn't dance |long, and when | ater she returned to the bl anket, her gaze was as
faraway as ever.

By Decenber of that year, nore than twenty nonths after fleeing the house of Edgler Vess, Ariel
was ei ghteen years old, no longer a girl but a lovely young woman. Frequently, however, she called
for her nother and father in her sleep, for her brother, and her voice-the only tine it was heard-
was young, frail, and |ost.

Then, on Christmas nmorning, anong the gifts for Ariel, Ned, and Jami e that were stacked under the
tree in the apartnent living room Chyna was surprised to find a small package for herself. It had
been wrapped with great care, though as if by a child with nore enthusiasmthan skill. Her nane
was printed in uneven block letters on a snowman gift tag. Wen she opened the box, a slip of blue
paper lay within. On the paper were four words that appeared to have been set down with
considerable effort, nuch hesitation, and lots of stops and starts: | want to live.

Heart poundi ng, tongue thick, she took both of the girl's hands. For a while she didn't know what
to say, and she couldn't have said it if she had known.

Finally words canme haltingly: "This ... this is the best ... the best gift |I've ever had, honey.
This is the best there could ever be. This is all I want ... for you to try."

She read the four words again, through tears.

I want to live. Chyna said, "But you don't know how to get back, do you?" The girl was very still.
Then she blinked. Both of her hands tightened on Chyna's hands. "There's a way," Chyna assured
her .

The girl's hands gripped Chyna's even tighter. "There's hope, baby. There's always hope. There's a
way, and no
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one can ever find it alone, but we can find it together. W can find it together. You just have to
bel i eve. "

The girl could not make eye contact, but her hands continued to grip Chyna's. "I want to tell you
a story about a redwood forest and sonething | saw there one night, and sonmething | saw later,
too, when | needed to see it. Maybe it won't nean as nuch to you, and maybe it wouldn't nean
anything at all to other people, but it nmeans the world to ne, even if | don't fully understand
it."

I want to live. Over the next few years, the road back fromthe WIld Wod to the beauties and
wonders of this world was not an easy one for Ariel. There were tines of despair when she seened
to make no progress at all, or even slid backward.

Eventual | y, however, a day canme when they traveled with Ned and Janmi e to that redwood grove

They wal ked t hrough the ferns and the rhododendrons in the sol etm shadows under the massive trees,
and Ariel said, "Show ne where.”

Chyna |l ed her by the hand to the very place, and said, "Here." How scared Chyna had been t hat
night, risking so nuch for a girl she had never seen. Scared | ess of Vess than of this new thing
that she had found in herself. This reckless caring. And now she knows it is nothing that should
have frightened her. It is the purpose for which we exist. This reckl ess caring.

A NOTE ON THE TYPE

This book was set in Janson, a typeface |ong thought to have been made by the Dutchnman Anton
Janson, who was a practicing typefounder in Leipzig during the years 1668-1687. However, it has
been conclusively denonstrated that these types are actually the work of N cholas Kis (1650-1702),
a Hungarian, who nostprobably |learned his trade fromthe master Dutch typefounder Dirk Voskens.
The type is an excellent exanple of the influential and sturdy Dutch types that prevailed in
England up to the time WIliam Caslon (1692-1766) devel oped his own i nconparabl e designs from

t hem
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Lancaster, Pennsylvania Printed and bound by R R Donnelley & Sons,
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