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Thisbetter version isfor Gerda,
with love.
After five years of work,
now that 1'm nearly finished improving
these early novelsfirst published under pen names,
| intend to start improving myself.
Considering all that needsto he done,
this new project will henceforth he known
asthe hundred-year plan.



Tuesday,

DECEMBER 30

1

AT SIX MINUTES PAST MIDNIGHT, TUESDAY MORNIng, on the way home from a late
rehearsd of her new stage show, Tina Evans saw her son, Danny, in a stranger's car. But Danny had
been dead more than a year.

Two blocks from her house, intending to buy a quart of milk and a loaf of whole-wheet bread, Tina
stopped a a twenty-four-hour market and parked in the dry yelow drizzle of a sodium-vapor light,
besde a gleaming, cream-colored Chevrolet sation wagon. The boy was in the front passenger seat of
the wagon, waiting for someone in the store. Tina could see only the side of his face, but she gasped in
panful recognition.

Danny.

The boy was about twelve, Danny's age. He had thick dark hair like Danny's, a nose tha resembled
Danny's, and arather delicate jawline like Danny's too.

She whispered her son's name, as if she would frighten off this beloved apparition if she spoke any
louder.

Unaware that she was garing a him, the boy put one hand to his mouth and bit gently on his bent
thumb knuckle, which Danny had begun to do a year or so before he died. Without success, Tina had
tried to break him of that bad habit.

Now, as she watched this boy, his resemblance to Danny seemed to be more than mere coincidence.
Suddenly Tinals mouth went dry and sour, and her heart thudded. She ill had not adjusted to the loss of
her only child, because shed never wanted—or tried—to adjust to it. Sazing on this boy's resemblance
to her Danny, she was too eedlly able to fantasize that there had been no lossin the firg place.

Maybe . . . maybe thisboy actudly was Danny. Why not? The more that she considered it, the less
crazy it seemed. After dl, shed never seen Danny's corpse. The police and the morticians had advised
her that Danny was so badly torn up, so horribly mangled, that she was better off not looking at him.
Sickened, grief-gricken, she had taken their advice, and Danny's funerd had been a closed-coffin
sarvice. But perhaps they'd been mistaken when they identified the body. Maybe Danny hadn't been
killed in the accident, after dl. Maybe held only suffered a mild head injury, just severe enough to give
hm. .. amnesa Yes. Amnesa Perhaps he had wandered away from the wrecked bus and had been
found miles from the scene of the accident, without identification, unable to tdl anyone who he was or
where he came from. That was possible, wasn't it? She had seen amilar stories in the movies. Sure.
Amnesa And if that were the case, then he might have ended up in a foster home, in a new life And
now here he was stting in the cream-colored Chevrolet wagon, brought to her by fate and by—

The boy became conscious of her gaze and turned toward her. She hdd her breath as his face came



dowly around. As they stared at each other through two windows and through the strange sulphurous
light, she had the feding that they were making contact across an immense gulf of space and time and
dedtiny. But then, inevitably, her fantasy burst, for he wasn't Danny.

Pulling her gaze away from his, she studied her hands, which were gripping the steering whed so0
fiercdy that they ached.

"Damn."

She was angry with hersdf. She thought of hersdf as a tough, competent, levelheaded woman who
was able to ded with anything life threw at her, and she was disturbed by her continuing ingbility to
accept Danny's death.

After the initid shock, after the funerd, she had begun to cope with the trauma. Gradudly, day by
day, week by week, she had put Danny behind her, with sorrow, with guilt, with tears and much
bitterness, but aso with firmness and determination. She had taken severd steps up in her career during
the past year, and she had relied on hard work as a sort of morphine, usng it to dull her pain until the
wound fully healed.

But then, a few weeks ago, she had begun to dip back into the dreadful condition in which she'd
walowed imme-diately after sheld received news of the accident. Her denid was as resolute as it was
irrationa. Again, she was pos-sessed by the haunting feding that her child was dive. Time should have
put even more distance between her and the anguish, but insteed the passing days were bringing her
around full arcdle in her grief. This boy in the station wagon was not the firg that she had imegined was
Danny; in recent weeks, she had seen her lost son in other cars, in school-yards past which she had been
ariving, on public streets, in amovie theater.

Also, sheld recently been plagued by a repeeting dream in which Danny was dive. Each time, for a
few hours after she woke, she could not face redity. She hdf convinced hersdf that the dream was a
premonition of Danny's eventud return to her, that somehow he had survived and would be coming back
into her ams one day soon.

This was a warm and wonderful fantasy, but she could not sugan it for long. Though she dways
ressted the grim truth, it gradudly exerted itsdf every time, and she was repeatedly brought down hard,
forced to accept that the dream was not a premonition. Nevertheless, she knew tha when she had the
dream again, she would find new hopein it as she had so many times before.

And that was not good.

Sck, she berated hersdf.

She glanced at the station wagon and saw that the boy was dill garing at her. She glared at her tightly
clenched hands again and found the strength to break her grip on the steering whedl.

Grief could drive a person crazy. She'd heard that said, and she bdieved it. But she wasn't going to
dlow such a thing to happen to her. She would be sufficently tough on hersdf to stay in touch with
redlity—as unpleasant as redity might be. She couldn't dlow hersdf to hope.

She had loved Danny with dl her heart, but he was gone. Torn and crushed in a bus accident with
fourteen other little boys, just one victim of alarger tragedy. Battered beyond recognition. Dead.

Cold.

Decaying.

In acoffin.

Under the ground.

Forever.

Her lower lip trembled. She wanted to cry, needed to cry, but she didnt.

The boy inthe Chevy had logt interest in her. He was gaing at the front of the grocery store again,
wating.

Tina got out of her Honda. The night was pleasantly cool and desert-dry. She took a deep breath
and went into the market, where the ar was so cold that it pierced her bones, and where the harsh
fluorescent lighting was too bright and too bleak to encourage fantasies.

She bought a quart of nonfat milk and a loaf of whole-whesat bread that was cut thin for dieters, so
each sarving contained only hf the caories of an ordinary dice of bread. She wasn't a dancer anymore;



now she worked behind the curtain, in the production end of the show, but she dill fdt physcdly and
psychologicdly best when she weighed no more than she had weighed when sheld been a performer.

Fve minutes later she was home. Hers was a modest ranch house in a quiet neighborhood. The dlive
trees and lacy mdaeucas stirred lazly in afant Mojave breeze.

In the kitchen, she toasted two pieces of bread. She spread a thin skin of peanut butter on them,
poured a glass of nonfat milk, and sat at the table,

Peanut-butter toast had been one of Danny's favorite foods, even when he was a toddler and was
especidly picky about what he would eat. When he was very young, he had called it "neenut putter.”

Closng her eyes now, chewing the toast, Tina could dill see him—three years old, peanut butter
smeared dl over hislips and chin—as he grinned and said, More neenut putter toast, please.

She opened her eyes with a start because her menta image of him was too vivid, less like a memory
then like a vision. Right now she didn't want to remember so clearly.

But it was too late. Her heart knotted in her chest, and her lower lip began to quiver again, and she
put her head down on the table. She wept.

That night Tina dreamed that Danny was dive again. Somehow. Somewhere. Alive. And he needed her.

In the dream, Danny was standing &t the edge of a bottomless gorge, and Tina was on the far Sde,
opposite him, looking across the immense guif. Danny was cdling her name. He was londy and afraid.
She was miserable because she couldn't think of a way to reach him. Mean-while, the ky grew darker
by the second; massve sorm clouds, like the clenched fids of ceestid giants, squeezed the lagt light out
of the day. Danny's cries and her response became incressngly sill and desperate, for they knew that
they must reach each other before nightfdl or be lost forever; in the oncoming night, something waited for
Danny, something fearsome that would seize him if he was done after dark. Suddenly the sky was
shattered by light-ning, then by a hard clap of thunder, and the night imploded into a deeper darkness,
into infinite and perfect blackness.

Tina Evans sat draight up in bed, certain that she had heard a noise in the house. It hadn't been
merdy the thunder from the dream. The sound she'd heard had come as she was waking, a red noise,
not an imagined one.

She ligened intently, prepared to throw off the covers and dip out of bed. Silence reigned.

Gradudly doubt crept over her. She had been jumpy laidy. This wasn't the fird night sheld been
wrongly convinced that an intruder was prowling the house. On four or five occasions during the past two
weeks, she had taken the pigol from the nightsand and searched the place, room by room, but she
hadn't found anyone. Recently she'd been under a lot of pressure, both persondly and professondly.
Maybe what sheld heard tonight had been the thunder from the dream.

She remained on guard for afew minutes, but the night was so peaceful that at last she had to admit
shewas done. As her heartbeat dowed, she eased back onto her pillow.

At times like this she wished that she and Michad were dill together. She closed her eyes and
imagined hersdf lying beside him, reaching for him in the dark, touching, touch-ing, moving againgt him,
into the shelter of his arms. He would comfort and reassure her, and in time she would deep again.

Of coursg, if she and Michad were in bed right this minute, it wouldn't be like that a dl. They
wouldn't make love. They would argue. He'd resist her affection, turn her away by picking a fight. He
would begin the battle over atrividity and goad her until the bickering escalated into maritd warfare. That
was how it had been during the last months of ther life together. He had been seething with hodlility,
aways seeking an excuse to vent his anger on her.

Because Tina had loved Michad to the end, she'd been hurt and saddened by the dissolution of their
relationship. Admittedly, she had aso been rdieved when it was findly over.

She had logt her child and her husband in the same year, the man fird, and then the boy, the son to
the grave and the husband to the winds of change. During the twelve years of ther marriage, Tina had
become a different and more complex person than sheld been on their wedding day, but Michadl hadn't



changed at dl—and didn' like the woman that she had become. They began as lovers, sharing every
detal of ther daily lives—triumphs and falures, joys and frustrations—but by the time the divorce was
find, they were strangers. Although Miched was dill living in town, less than a mile from her, he was, in
some respects, as far away and as unreachable as Danny.

She sighed with resignation and opened her eyes.

She wasn't degpy now, but she knew she had to get more rest. She would need to be fresh and dert
inthe morning.

Tomorrow was one of the most important days of her life December 30. In other years that date hed
meant nothing speciad. But for better or worse, this December 30 was the hinge upon which her entire
future would swing.

For fifteen years, ever snce she turned eighteen, two years before she married Michad, Tina Evans
hed lived and worked in Las Vegas. She began her career as a dancer—not a showgirl but an actud
dancer—in the Lido de Paris, a gigantic stage show a the Stardust Hotel. The Lido was one of those
incredibly lavish productions that could be seen nowhere in the world but Vegas, for it was only in Las
Vegas that a multimillion-dollar show could be staged year after year with little concern for profit; such
vad sums were spent on the elaborate sets and costumes, and on the enormous cast and crew, that the
hotel was usudly happy if the production merely broke even from ticket and drink sales. After dl, as
fantadic as it was, the show was only a come-on, a draw, with the sole purpose of putting a few
thousand people into the hotel every night. Going to and from the showroom, the crowd had to pass dl
the craps tables and blackjack tables and roulette whedls and glitter-ing ranks of dot machines, and that
was where the profit was made. Tina enjoyed dancing in the Lido, and she stayed there for two and a
haf years, until she learned that she was pregnant. She took time off to carry and give birth to Danny,
then to spend uninterrupted days with him during hisfirgt few months of life. When Danny was sx months
old, Tinawent into training to get back in shape, and after three arduous months of exercise, she won a
place in the chorus line of a new Vegas spectacle. She managed to be both a fine dancer and a good
mother, dthough that was not dways easy; she loved Danny, and she enjoyed her work and she thrived
on double duty.

FHve years ago, however, on her twenty-eighth birthday, she began to redize that she had, if she was
lucky, ten years left as a show dancer, and she decided to establish hersdf in the busness in another
capacity, to avoid being washed up a thirty-eight. She landed a postion as choreographer for a two-bit
lounge revue, adismdly cheap imitation of the multimillion-dollar Lido, and eventudly she took over the
costumer's job as wel. From that she moved up through a series of Smilar positions in larger lounges,
then in smal showrooms that seated four or five hundred in second-rate hotels with limited show budgets.
In time she directed a revue, then directed and produced another. She was deadily becoming a
respected namein the dosdly knit Vegas entertainment world, and she believed that she was on the verge
of great success.

Almog ayear ago, shortly after Danny had died, Tina had been offered a directing and co-producing
job on a huge ten-million-dollar extravaganza to be staged in the two-thousand-seat man showroom of
the Golden Pyramid, one of the largest and plushest hotels on the Strip. At fird it had seemed terribly
wrong that such awonderful opportunity should come her way before sheld even had time to mourn her
boy, asif the Fates were so shdlow and insendtive as to think that they could baance the scales and
offsst Danny's death merdy by presenting her with a chance a her dream job. Although she was hitter
and depressed, athough—or maybe because—she fdt utterly empty and useless, she took the job.

The new show was titled Magyck! because the variety acts between the big dance numbers were dl
meagidans and because the production numbers themselves featured elabo-rate specid effects and were
built around supernatura themes. The tricky spdling of the title was not Tinds idea, but most of the rest
of the program was her creation, and she remained pleased with what she had wrought. Exhausted too.
This year had passed in a blur of twelve- and fourteen-hour days, with no vacations and rardy a
weekend off.

Nevertheless, even as preoccupied with Magyck! as she was, she had adjusted to Danny's degth
only with great difficulty. A month ago, for the firg time, she'd thought thet at last she had begun to



overcome her grief. She was able to think about the boy without crying, to vigt his grave without being
overcome by grief. All things considered, she fdt reasonably good, even cheaerful to a degree. She would
never forget him, that sweet child who had been such alarge part of her, but she would no longer have to
live her life around the gaping hole that he had Ift in it. The wound was achingly tender but healed.

That's what she had thought a month ago. For a week or two she had continued to make progress
toward acceptance. Then the new dreams began, and they were far worse than the dream that she'd had
immediatdy after Danny had been killed.

Perhaps her anxiety about the public's reaction to Magyck! was causng her to recal the greater
awxigy she had fdt aout Danny. In less than seventeen hours—at 8:00 P.M., December 30—the
Golden Pyramid Hotel would present a specid, invitationd, VIP premiere of Magyck!, and the following
night, New Year's Eve, the show would open to the genera public. If audience reaction was as srong
and as podgtive as Tina hoped, her finendd future was assured, for her contract gave her two and
one-hdf percent of the gross receipts, minus liquor saes, after the firg five million. If Magyck! was a hit
and packed the showroom for four or five years, as sometimes happened with successful Vegas shows,
shed be a muitimillionare by the end of the run. Of course, if the production was a flop, if it faled to
please the audience, she might be back working the smal lounges again, on her way down. Show
business, in any form, was a merciless enterprise.

She had good reason to be suffering from anxiety attacks. Her obsessive fear of intruders in the
house, her disquieting dreams about Danny, her renewed grief—all of those things might grow from her
concern about Magyck! If that were the case, then those symptoms would disappear as soon as the fate
of the show was evident. She needed only to ride out the next few days, and in the rdaive cdm tha
would follow, she might be able to get on with heding herslf.

In the meantime she absolutdly had to get some deep. At ten o'clock in the morning, she was
scheduled to meet with two tour-booking agents who were consdering reserving eight thousand tickets
to Magyck! during the firg three months of its run. Then a one o'clock the entire cast and the crew
would assemble for the find dress rehearsal.

She fluffed her pillows, rearranged the covers, and tugged a the short nightgown in which she degpt.
Shetried to relax by dosing her eyes and envisoning a gentle night tide lapping a a sivery beach.

Thump!

She sat draight up in bed.

Something had fdlen over in another part of the house. It must have been a large object because,
though muffled by the intervening walls, the sound was loud enough to rouse her.

Whatever it had been . . . it hadn't Imply fdlen. It had been knocked over. Heavy objects didn't just
fdl of their own accord in deserted rooms.

She cocked her head, ligening closely. Another and softer sound followed the fird. It didn't last long
enough for Tina to identify the source, but there was a stedthiness about it. This time she hadn't been
imegining a threat. Someone actudly wasin the house.

As she sat up in bed, she switched on the lamp. She pulled open the nightstand drawer. The pistol
was loaded. She flicked off the two safety catches.

For awhile she listened.

In the brittle slence of the desert night, she imagined that she could sense an intruder ligening too,
ligening for her.

She got out of bed and stepped into her dippers. Holding the gun in her right hand, she went quietly
to the bedroom door.

She considered cdling the police, but she was afrad of making a fool of hersdf. What if they came,
lights flashing and Srens screaming—and found no one? If she had summoned the police every time that
she imagined hearing a prowler in the house during the past two weeks, they would have decided long
ago tha she was scramble-brained. She was proud, unable to bear the thought of appearing to be
hygericd to a couple of macho cops who would grin a her and, later over doughnuts and coffee, make
jokes about her. She would search the house hersdf, done.

Pointing the pistal at the calling, she jacked a bullet into the chamber.



Taking a deep breath, she unlocked the bedroom door and eased into the hall.

2

TINA SEARCHED THE ENTIRE HOUSE, EXCEPT FOR Danny's old room, but she didn't find
an intruder. She dmogt would have preferred to discover someone lurking in the kitchen or crouchingin a
clost rather than be forced to look, at ladt, in that find space where sadness seemed to dwel like a
tenant. Now she had no choice.

A little more than a year before he had died, Danny had begun deeping a the opposite end of the
gmdl house from the master bedroom, in what had once been the den. Not long after his tenth birthday,
the boy had asked for more space and privacy than was provided by his origind, tiny quarters. Michad
and Tina had helped him move his belongings to the den, then had shifted the couch, armchair, coffee
table, and tdevison from the den into the quarters the boy had previoudy occupied.

At the time, Tina was certain that Danny was aware of the nightly arguments she and Michad were
having in their own bedroom, which was next to his and that he wanted to move into the den so he
wouldn't be able to hear them bickering. She and Michad hadn't yet begun to raise their voices to each
other; their disagreements had been con-ducted in norma tones, sometimes even in whispers, yet Danny
probably had heard enough to know they were having problems.

She had been sorry that held had to know, but she hadn't said a word to him; shéld offered no
explanations, no reassurances. For one thing, she hadn't known what she could say. She certainly
couldn't share with him her appraisal of the Stuaion: Danny, sweetheart, don't worry about anything
you might have heard through the wall. Your father is only suffering an identity criss. He's been
acting like an ass lately, but hell get over it. And that was another reason she didn't atempt to
explan her and Michad's problems to Danny—she thought that their estrangement was only temporary.
She loved her husband, and she was sure that the sheer power of her love would restore the lugter to
ther marriage. Six months later she and Michad separated, and less than five months after the
Separation, they were divorced.

Now, anxious to complete her search for the burglar— who was beginning to look asimeginary as
the other burglars she had stalked on other nights—she opened the door to Danny's bedroom. She
switched on the lights and stepped indde.

No one.

Holding the pigtal in front of her, she approached the closet, hesitated, then did the door back. No
one was hiding there, either. In spite of what she had heard, she was aone in the house.

As she stared at the contents of the musky closet—the boy's shoes, his jeans, dress dacks, shirts,
sweaters, his blue Dodgers basebdl cap, the smdl blue suit he had worn on specid occasions—a lump
rosein her throat. She quickly did the door shut and put her back againd it.

Although the funerd had been more than a year ago, she had not yet been able to dispose of Danny's
beongings Somehow, the act of giving away his clothes would be even sadder and more find than
watching his casket being lowered into the ground.

His clothes weren't the only things that she had kept: His entire room was exactly as he had I€ft it.
The bed was properly made, and severd science-fiction-movie action figures were posed on the deep
headboard. More than a hundred paperbacks were ranked dphabeticaly on a five-shdf bookcase. His
desk occupied one corner; tubes of glue miniature bottles of enamd in every color, and a variety of
model-crafting tools stood in soldierly ranks on one hdf of the desk, and the other hdf was bare, waiting
for him to begin work. Nine modd airplanes filled a display case, and three others hung on wires from the
caling. The wdls were decorated with evenly spaced posters—three basebdl dars, five hideous



mongters from horror movies—tha Danny had carefully arranged.

Unlike many boys his age, held been concerned about orderliness and cleanliness. Respecting his
preference for negtness, Tina had ingructed Mrs. Neddler, the deaning lady who came in twice a week,
to vacuum and dust his unused bedroom asif nothing had happened to him. The place was as spotless as
ever.

Gazing at the dead boy's toys and pathetic treasures, Tinaredized, not for the fird time, that it wasn't
hedithy for her to maintain this place as if it were a museum. Or a shrine. As long as she |eft his things
undisturbed, she could continue to entertain the hope that Danny was not dead, that he was just away
somewhere for a while, and that he would shortly pick up his life where he had |eft off. Her inghility to
clean out his room suddenly frightened her; for the firg time it seemed like more then just a weakness of
goirit but an indication of serious mentd illness. She had to let the dead rest in peace. If she was ever to
stop dreaming about the boy, if she were to get control of her grief, she must begin her recovery here, in
this room, by conquering her irrationa need to preserve his possessions in Stu.

She resolved to clean this place out on Thursday, New Year's Day. Both the VIP premiere and the
opening night of Magyck! would be behind her by then. Sheld be able to rdax and take a few days off.
She would start by spending Thursday afternoon here, boxing the clothes and toys and posters.

As so0n as she made that decison, mogt of her nervous energy dissipated. She sagged, limp and
weary and ready to return to bed.

As she started toward the door, she caught 9ght of the easdl, stopped, and turned. Danny had liked
to draw, and the easd, complete with a box of pencils and pens and paints, had been a birthday gift
when he was nine. It was an easdl on one side and a chakboard on the other. Danny had I€ft it a the far
end of the room, beyond the bed, againg the wall, and that was where it had stood the last time that Tina
had been here. But now it lay a an angle the base agang the wadl, the easd itdf danted,
chalkboard-down, across a game table. An Electronic Baitleship game had stood on that table, as Danny
hed |eft it, ready for play, but the easdl had toppled into it and knocked it to the floor.

Apparently, that was the noise she had heard. But she couldn't imagine what had knocked the easdl
over. It couldn't have fdlen by itsdf.

She put her gun down, went around the foot of the bed, and stood the easd on its legs, as it
belonged. She stooped, retrieved the pieces of the Electronic Battleship game, and returned them to the
table.

When she picked up the scattered sticks of chak and the fdt eraser, turning again to the chakboard,
she rediized that two words were cruddy printed on the black surface:

NOT DEAD

She scowled at the message.

She was pogtive that nothing had been written on the board when Danny had gone away on tha
soouting trip. And it had been blank the last time she'd been in this room.

Bdaedly, as she pressed her fingertips to the words on the chakboard, the possible meaning of them
gruck her. As a sponge soaked up water, she took a chill from the surface of the date. Not dead. It was
adenid of Danny's death. An angry refusd to accept the awful truth. A chdlenge to redlity.

In one of her terrible saizures of grief, in a moment of crazy dark despair, had she come into this
room and unknowingly printed those words on Danny's chalkboard?

She didn't remember doing it. If she had left this message, she must be having blackouts, temporary
amnesa of which she was totdly unaware. Or she was waking in her deep. Either posshility was
unacceptable.

Dear God, unthinkable.

Therefore, the words mugt have been here dl dong. Danny must have Ieft them before he died. His
printing was nedt, like everything ese about him, not doppy like this scrawled message. Nevertheless, he
mug have done it. Must have.

And the obvious reference that those two words made to the bus accident in which he had perished?



Coincidence. Danny, of course, had been writing about something else, and the dark interpretation
that could be drawn from those two words now, after his death, was just a macabre coincidence.

She refused to consider any other possibility because the aternatives were too frightening.

She hugged hersdlf. Her hands were icy; they chilled her sides even through her nightgown.

Shivering, she thoroughly erased the words on the chalk-board, retrieved her handgun, and left the
room, pulling the door shut behind her.

She was wide awake, but she had to get some deep. There was so much to do in the morning. Big
day.
In the kitchen, she withdrew a bottle of Wild Turkey from the cupboard by the sink. It was Michad's
favorite bourbon. She poured two ounces into a water glass. Although she wasn't much of a drinker,
indulging in nothing more than a glass of wine now and then, with no capacity whatsoever for hard liquor,
ghe finished the bourbon in two swalows. Grimacing at the bitterness of the spirits, wondering why
Miched had extolled this brand's smoothness, she hestated, then poured another ounce. She finished it
quickly, as though she were a child taking medicine, and then put the bottle away.

In bed again she snuggled in the covers and closed her eyes and tried not to think about the
chalkboard. But an image of it appeared behind her eyes. When she couldn't banish that image, she
attempted to dter it, mentally wiping the words away. But in her mind's eye, the seven |etters reappeared
on the chakboard: NOT DEAD. Although she repeatedly erased them, they stubbornly returned. She
grew dizzy from the bourbon and findly dipped into welcome oblivion.

3

TUESDAY AFTERNOON TLNA WATCHED THE FINAL dress rehearsd of Magyck! from a
seet in the middle of the Golden Pyramid showroom.

The theater was shaped like an enormous fan, spreading under a high domed ceiling. The room
stepped down toward the stage in dternating wide and narrow gdleries. On the wider levels, long dinner
tables, covered with white linen, were set at right angles to the stage. Each narrow gdlery consisted of a
three-foot-wide ade with a low railing on one sde and a curving row of raised, plushly padded booths
on the other sde. The focus of dl the seats was the immense stage, a marvel of the Sze required for a
Las Vegas spectacular, more than hdf again as large as the largest stage on Broadway. It was so huge
that a DC-9 arliner could be rolled onto it without usng hdf the space available—a feat that had been
accomplished as part of a production number on a Smilar stage a a hotel in Reno severa years ago. A
lavish use of blue velvet, dark leather, crystd chandeliers, and thick blue carpet, plus an excdlent sense
of dramétic lighting, gave the mammoth chamber some of the feding of a cozy cabaret in spite of itssze.

Tinasat in one of the third-tier booths, nervoudy sSpping ice water as she watched her show.

The dress rehearsd ran without a problem. With saven massve production numbers, five mgor
variety acts, forty-two girl dancers, forty-two boy dancers, fifteen showgirls, two boy sngers, two girl
sngers (one temperamentd), forty-seven crewmen and technicians, a twenty-piece or-chestra, one
elephant, one lion, two black panthers, 9x golden retrievers, and tweve white doves, the logidics were
mind-numbingly complicated, but ayear of arduous labor was evident in the dick and faultless unfolding
of the program.

At the end, the cast and crew gathered onstage and applauded themsdves, hugged and kissed one
another. There was dectricity in the air, afeding of triumph, a nervous expectation of success.

Jod Bandiri, Tinds co-producer, had watched the show from a booth in the fird tier, the VIP row,
where high rollers and other friends of the hotd would be seated every night of the run. As soon as the
rehearsd ended, Joel sprang out of his seat, raced to the aide, dimbed the steps to the third tier, and
hurried to Tina



"We did it!" Jodl shouted as he approached her. "We made the damn thing work!"

Tinadid out of her booth to meet him.

"We gat a hit, kid!" Jod said, and he hugged her fiercdy, planting a wet kiss on her cheek.

She hugged him enthusiadticdly. "Y ou think so? Redly?"

"Think? | know! A giant. That's what weve got. A red giant! A gargantual”

"Thank you, Joel. Thank you, thank you, thank you." "Me? What are you thanking me for?' "For
gving me a chance to prove mysdf." "Hey, | did you no favors, kid. You worked your butt off. You
earned every penny you're gonnamake out of this baby, just like | knew you would. We're a greet team.
Anybody dse tried to handle dl this, they'd just end up with one goddamn big mishkadenze on ther
hands. But you and me, we made it into a hit."

Jod was an odd litle man: five-feet-four, dightly chubby but not fat, with curly brown hair that
appeared to have frizzed and kinked in response to ajolt of dectricity. His face, which was as broad and
comic as that of a clown, could dtretch into an endless series of rubbery expressons. He wore blue jeans,
a cheap blue workshirt—and about two hundred thousand dollars worth of rings. Six rings be-decked
each of his hands, some with diamonds, some with emerdds, one with a large ruby, one with an even
larger opal. As dways, he seemed to be high on something, burding with energy. When he findly
stopped hugging Tina, he could not stand ill. He shifted from foot to foot as he talked about Magyck!,
turned thisway and that, gestured expansvey with his quick, gem-speckled hands, virtudly doing ajig.

At forty-six he was the most successful producer in Las Vegas, with twenty years of hit shows behind
him. The words "Jod Bandiri Presents' on a marquee were a guar-antee of fird-rate entertainment. He
had plowed some of his subgantid earnings into Las Vegas red estate, parts of two hotes, an
automobile dealership, and a dot-machine casino downtown. He was so rich that he could retire and live
the rest of his life in the high style and splendor for which he had a taste. But Joel would never stop
willingly. He loved his work. He would most likdly die on the stage, in the middle of puzzing out a tricky
production problem.

He had seen Tinas work in some lounges around town, and he had surprised her when hed offered
her the chance to co-produce Magyck! At firg she hadn't been sure if she should take the job. She was
aware of his reputation as a perfectioni who demanded superhuman efforts from his people. She was
aso worried about being respongble for a ten-million-dollar budget. Working with that kind of money
wasn't merely a step up for her; it was a giant leap.

Jodl had convinced her that sheld have no difficulty matching his pace or medting his standards, and
that she was equd to the chdlenge. He helped her to discover new reserves of energy, new areas of
competence in hersdlf. He had become not just a valued business associate, but a good friend as well, a
big brother.

Now they seemed to have shaped a hit show together.

As Tina stood in this beautiful theater, glancing down at the colorfully costumed people milling about
on the stage, then looking a Jod's rubbery face, ligening as her co-producer unblushingly raved about
their handiwork, she was happier than she had been in along time. If the audience a this evening's VIP
premiere reacted enthusiasticaly, she might have to buy lead weights to keep hersdf from floating off the
floor when she walked.

Twenty minutes later, a 3:45, she stepped onto the smooth cobblestones in front of the hotel's main
entrance and handed her daim check to the vdet parking attendant. While he went to fetch her Honda,
ghe stood in the warm late-afternoon sunshine, unable to stop grinning.

She turned and looked back at the Golden Pyramid Hotel-Casino. Her future was inextricably linked
to that gaudy but undeniably impressve pile of concrete and sted. The heavy bronze and glass revolving
doors glittered as they spun with a steady flow of people. Ramparts of pae pink stone dretched
hundreds of feet on both sides of the entrance; those walls were windowless and garishly deco-rated with
gant stone coins, a gushing torrent of coins flooding from a stone cornucopia. Directly overhead, the
adling of the immense porte cochere was lined with hundreds of lights, none of the bulbs were burning
now, but after nightfdl they would rain dazzling, golden luminasty upon the glossy cobblestones below.
The Pyramid had been built at a cost in excess of four hundred million dollars, and the owners had made



certain that every last dime showed. Tina supposed that some people would say this hotd was gross,
crass, tasteless, ugly—but she loved the place be-cause it was here tha she had been given her big
chance. Thus far, the thirtieth of December had been a busy, noisy, exdting day at the Pyramid. After the
relative quiet of Christmas week, an uninterrupted stream of guests was pouring through the front doors.
Advance bookings indi-cated a record New Year's holiday crowd for Las Vegas. The Pyramid, with
amaog three thousand rooms, was booked to capacity, as was every hote in the city. At a few minutes
past deven o'clock, a secretary from San Diego put five dollarsin a dot machine and hit a jackpot worth
$495,000; word of that even reached backstage in the showroom. Shortly before noon, two high rollers
from Dallas sat down at a blackjack table and, in three hours, lost a quarter of amillion bucks; they were
laughing and joking when they |eft the table to try another game. Carol Hirson, a cocktail waitress who
was a friend of Tinas, had told her about the unlucky Texans a few minutes ago. Carol had been
shiny-eyed and breathless because the high rollers had tipped her with green chips, as if they'd been
winning instead of loaing; for bringing them half a dozen drinks, she had collected twelve hundred dollars.

Snarawasin town, a Caesar's Palace, perhaps for the last time, and even at eighty years of age, he
generated more excitement in Vegas than any other famous name. Along the entire Strip and in the less
posh but nonetheless jammed casinos downtown, things were jumping, sparking.

Andin just four hours Magyck! would premiere.

The vdet brought Tinds car, and she tipped him.

He said, "Bresk aleg tonight, Tina"

"God, | hope s0."

She was home by 4:15. She had two and a hdf hours to fill before she had to leave for the hotel
agan.

She didn't need that much time to shower, gpply her makeup, and dress, so she decided to pack
some of Danny's belongings. Now was the right time to begin the unpleasant chore. She was in such an
excdlent mood that she didn't think even the dght of his room would be able to bring her down, as it
usudly did. No use putting it off until Thursday, as she had planned. She had at least enough time to
make a start, box up the boy's clothes, if nothing el se.

When she went into Danny's bedroom, she saw at once that the easdl-chalkboard had been knocked
over again. She put it right.

Two words were printed on the date:

NOT DEAD

A chill swept down her back.

Last night, after drinking the bourbon, had she come back herein some kind of fugueand . . . ?

No.

She hadn't blacked out. She had not printed those words. She wasn't going crazy. She wasn't the
sort of person who would sngp over athing like this. Not even a thing like this. She was tough. She had
aways prided hersdf on her toughness and her resiliency.

Snatching up the felt eraser, she vigoroudy wiped the date clean.

Someone was playing a sick, nagty trick on her. Someone had come into the house while she was out
and had printed those two words on the chakboard again. Whoever it was, he wanted to rub her face in
the tragedy that she was trying so hard to forget.

The only other person who had aright to be in the house was the deaning woman, Vivienne Neddler.
Vivienne had been scheduled to work this afternoon, but she'd canceled. Instead, she was coming in for
afew hours this evening, while Tinawas at the premiere.

But even if Vivienne had kept her scheduled appoint-ment, she never would have written those
words on the chalkboard. She was a sweet old woman, feisty and independent-minded but not the type
to play crud pranks.

For amoment Tina racked her mind, searching for someone to blame, and then a name occurred to
her. It was the only possible suspect. Michad. Her ex-husband. There was no Sgn that anyone had



broken into the house, no obvious evidence of forced entry, and Michael was the only other person with
akey. She hadn't changed the locks after the divorce.

Shattered by the loss of his son, Michad had been irrationdly vicious with Tina for months after the
funerd, accusing her of being responsible for Danny's death. She had given Danny permission to go on
the fidd trip, and as far as Michad was concerned, that had been equivdent to driving the bus off the
diff. But Danny had wanted to go to the mountains more than anything ese in the world. Besides, Mr.
Jaborski, the scoutmaster, had taken other groups of scouts on winter surviva hikes every year for
gxteen years, and no one had been even dightly injured. They didn't hike dl the way into the true
wilderness, just a reasonable distance off the beaten path, and they planned for every contingency. The
experience was supposed to be good for a boy. Safe. Carefully managed. Everyone assured her there
was no chance of trouble. She'd had no way of knowing that Jaborski's seventeenth trip would end in
disagter, yet Michad blamed her. Sheld thought he had regained his perspective during the last few
months, but evidently not.

She sared at the chakboard, thought of the two words that had been printed there, and anger
swdled in her. Michad was behaving like a spiteful child. Didn't he redlize that her grief was as difficult to
bear as his? What was he trying to prove?

Furious, she went into the kitchen, picked up the tele-phone, and dided Michad's number. After five
rings she redized that he was a work, and she hung up.

In her mind the two words burned, white on black: NOT DEAD.

This evening she would cal Michad, when she got home from the premiere and the party afterward.
She was certain to be quite late, but she wasn't going to worry about waking him.

She stood indecigvely in the center of the amdl kitchen, trying to find the willpower to go to Danny's
room and box his clothes, as she had planned. But she had logt her nerve. She couldn't go in there again.
Not today. Maybe not for afew days.

Damn Michad.

In the refrigerator was a hdf-empty bottle of white wine. She poured a glassful and carried it into the
master bath.

She was drinking too much. Bourbon last night. Wine now. Until recently, she had rardly used dcohol
to cdm her nerves—but now it was her cure of firg resort. Once she had gotten through the premiere of
Magyck!, sheld better start cutting back on the booze. Now she desperately needed it.

She took a long shower. She let the hot water beat down on her neck for severd minutes, until the
diffnessin her muscles melted and flowed away.

After the shower, the chilled wine further relaxed her body, athough it did little to cdm her mind and
dlay her anxiety. She kept thinking of the chalkboard.

NOT DEAD.

A

AT 6:50 TINA WAS AGAIN BACKSTAGE IN THE showroom. The place was rddivey quigt,
except for the muffled oceanic roar of the VIP crowd that waited in the main showroom, beyond the
velvet curtains.

Eighteen hundred guests had been invited—L as Vegas movers and shakers, plus high rollers from out
of town. More then fifteen hundred had returned their RSVP cards.

Already, a platoon of white-coated waiters, waitresses in crigo blue uniforms, and scurrying busboys
hed begun serving the dinners. The choice was filet mignon with Bernaise sauice or [obster in butter sauce,
because Las Vegas was the one place in the United States where people a least temporarily set aside
concerns about cholesteral. In the health-obsessed find decade of the century, edting faty foods was



widdy regarded as a far more delicious—and more damning—sin than envy, doth, thievery, and
adultery.

By seven-thirty the backstage area was budling. Techni-cians double-checked the motorized sets,
the eectricd connections, and the hydraulic pumps that raised and lowered portions of the stage.
Stagehands counted and arranged props. Wardrobe women mended tears and sewed up unraveled
hems that had been discovered a the last minute. Hairdressers and lighting technicians rushed about on
urgent tasks. Made dancers, wearing black tuxedos for the opening number, stood tensdy, an
eye-pleasing collec-tion of lean, handsome types.

Dozens of beautiful dancers and showgirls were back-stage too. Some wore satin and lace. Others
wore velvet and rhinestones—or feathers or sequins or furs, and a few were topless. Many were 4ill in
the communa dressing rooms, while other girls, aready costumed, waited in the hdls or at the edge of
the big stage, taking about children and husbands and boyfriends and recipes, as if they were secretaries
on a coffee break and not some of the most beautiful women in the world.

Tinawanted to stay in the wings throughout the perfor-mance, but she could do nothing more behind
the curtains. Magyck! was now in the hands of the performers and technicians.

Twenty-five minutes before showtime Tina left the stage and went into the noisy showroom. She
headed toward the center booth in the VIP row, where Charles Mainway, generd manager and principd
stockholder of the Golden Pyramid Hotdl, waited for her.

She stopped fird at the booth next to Mainway's. Jod Bandiri was with Eva, his wife of eight years,
and two of ther friends. Eva was twenty-nine, seventeen years younger than Joel, and at five foot eght,
she was a <0 four inches tdler than he was. She was an ex-showgirl, blond, willowy, ddicatey beautiful.
She gently squeezed Tinds hand. "Don't worry. Y ou're too good to fal.”

"We got a hit, kid," Jodl assured Tina once more.

In the next semicircular booth, Charles Manway greeted Tina with a warm smile. Mainway carried
and hdd himsdf asif he were an aristocrat, and his mane of slver hair and his clear blue eyes contributed
to the image he wished to project. However, his features were large, square, and utterly without evidence
of patrician blood, and even after the mdlowing influences of docution teachers, his naturdly low,
gravely voice bdlied his originsin a rough Brooklyn neighborhood.

As Tina did into the booth beside Manway, a tuxedoed captain appeared and filled her glass with
Dom Pérignon.

Hden Manway, Charlies wife, sat at his left sde. Helen was by nature everything that poor Charlie
gruggled to be: impeccably well-mannered, sophisticated, graceful, at ease and confident in any Stuation.
She wastdl, dender, driking, fifty-five years old but able to pass for a well-preserved forty.

"Ting my dear, | want you to meet a friend of ours" Hden sad, indicating the fourth person in the
booth. "Thisis Elliot Stryker. Ellict, this lovely young lady is Chrisina Evans, the guiding hand behind
Magyck!"

"One of two guidng hands™ Tina said. "Jod Bandiri is more responsble for the show than |
am—epecidly if itsaflop.”

Stryker laughed. "I'm pleased to meet you, Mrs. Evans”

"Jud plain Ting" she said.

"And I'm jugt plain Elliot."

He was a rugged, good-looking man, neither big nor amal, about forty. His dark eyes were deeply
s, quick, marked by intdligence and amusement.

"Hliotsmy atorney,” Charlie Mainway said.

"Oh," Tinasad, "l thought Harry Smpson—"

"Harry's ahotd attorney. Elliot handles my private affars.”

"And handles them very wdl," Hden said. "Ting, if you need an attorney, this is the best in Las
Veges"

To Tina, Stryker said, "But if it's flattery you need:—and I'm sure you dready get a lot of it, lovely as
you are—no onein Vegas can flatter with more charm and style than Hden.”

"You see what he just did?' Helen asked Tina, clapping her hands with ddight. "In one sentence he



managed to flaiter you, flatter me, and impress dl of us with his modesty. You see what a wonderful
atorney heis?'

"Imeagine him arguing a point in court,” Charlie said.

"A very smooth character indeed,” Helen said.

Stryker winked at Tina "Smooth as | might be, I'm no match for these two."

They made pleasant amdl talk for the next fifteen minutes, and none of it had to do with Magyck!
Tinawas aware that they were trying to take her mind off the show, and she appreciated their effort.

Of course no amount of amusng talk, no quantity of icy Dom Perignon could render her unaware of
the excitement that was building in the showroom as curtain time drew near. Minute by minute the cloud
of cigarette smoke overhead thickened. Waitresses, waiters, and captains rushed back and forth to fill
the drink orders before the show began. The roar of conversation grew louder as the sounds ticked
away, and the qudity of the roar became more frenetic, gayer, and more often punctuated with laughter.

Somehow, even though her atention was partly on the mood of the crowd, partly on Helen and
Chalie Mainway, Tina was neverthdess aware of Hliot Stryker's reaction to her. He made no great
show of being more than ordinarily interested in her, but the attraction she held for him was evident in his
eyes. Beneath his cordid, witty, dightly cool exterior, his secret response was that of a hedthy mde
animd, and her awareness of it was more indinctud then intdlectud, like a mare's response to the
ddlion'sfirg fant dirrings of desire.

At lesst ayear and a hdf, maybe two years, had passed since a man had looked at her in quite that
fashion. Or perhaps this was the firg time in dl those months that she had been aware of being the object
of such interest. Hghting with Michad, coping with the shock of separation and divorce, grieving for
Danny, and putting together the show with Jod Bandiri had filled her days and nights, so sheld had no
chance to think of romance.

Responding to the unspoken need in Elliot's eyes with a need of her own, she was suddenly warm.

She thought: My God, I've been letting myself dry up! How could | have forgotten thid!

Now tha she had spent more than a year grieving for her broken marriage and for her lost son, now
that Magyck! was dmog behind her, she would have time to be a woman again. She would make time

Time for Elliot Stryker? She wasn't sure. No reason to be in a hurry to make up for lost pleasures.
She shouldn't jump at the firg man who wanted her. Surdy that wasn't the smart thing to do. On the
other hand, he was handsome, and in his face was an gppeding gentleness. She had to admit that he
sparked the same fedingsin her that she apparently en-flamed in him.

The evening was turning out to be even more interesting than she had expected.

5

VIVIENNE NEDDLER PARKED HER VINTAGE 1955 Nash Rambler at the curb in front of the
Evans house, being careful not to scrape the whitewdls. The car was immacu-late, in better shape than
mog new cars these days. In aworld of planned obsolescence, Vivienne took pleasure in getting long,
full use out of everything that she bought, whether it was a toaster or an automobile. She enjoyed meking
things last.

She had lagted quite a while hersdf. She was seventy, ill in excellent hedth, a short sturdy woman
with the sweet face of a Batticdli Madonna and the no-nonsense walk of an army sergeant.

She got out of the car and, carrying a purse the Sze of a amdl suitcase, marched up the wak toward
the house, angling away from the front door and past the garage.

The sulfur-ydlow light from the street lamps falled to reach dl the way across the lawvn. Beside the
front walkway and then dong the side of the house, low-voltage landscape lighting revedled the path.

Oleander bushes rustled in the breeze. Overhead, padm fronds scraped softly against one another.



As Vivienne reached the back of the house, the crescent moon did out from behind one of the few
thin clouds, like a scimitar being drawn from a scabbard, and the pae shadows of pdms and meldeucas
shivered on the lunar-silvered concrete patio.

Vivienre let hersdf in through the kitchen door. Sheld been deaning for Tina Evans for two years,
and she had been entrusted with a key nearly that long.

The house was dlent except for the softly humming refrigerator.

Vivienne began work in the kitchen. She wiped the counters and the appliances, sponged off the dats
of the Levolor blinds, and mopped the Mexican-tile floor. She did a firg-rate job. She bdieved in the
mord vaue of hard work, and she dways gave her employers their money's worth.

She usudly worked during the day, not at night. This afternoon, however, she'd been playing a pair of
lucky dot machines at the Mirage Hotel, and she hadn't wanted to wak away from them while they were
paying off so generoudy. Some people for whom she cleaned house indgted that she keep regulaly
scheduled gppointments, and they did a dow burn if she showed up more than a few minutes late. But
Tina Evans was sympathetic; she knew how important the dot machines were to Vivienne and she
waan't upset if Vivienne occasiondly had to reschedule her vist.

Vivienne was a nickd duchess. Tha was the term by which casno employees 4ill referred to locd,
ederly women whose socid lives revolved around an obsessive interest in one-armed bandits, even
though the nickd machines were pretty much ancient history. Nickel duch-esses dways played the chegp
dot machines—nickds and dimes in the old days, now quarters—never the dollar- or five-dollar dots.
They pulled the handles for hours & a time, often making a twenty-dollar hill last a long afternoon. Ther
gaming philosophy was smple: It doesn't matter if you win or lose, as long as you stay in the game.
With that atitude plus a few money-management kills, they were able to hang on longer than mogt dot
players who plunged at the dollar machines after getting nowhere with quarters, and because of their
patience and perseverance, the duchesses won more jackpots than did the tide of tourists that ebbed and
flowed around them. Even these days, when most machines could be played with eectronicaly
vdidaed vdue cards, the nicked duchesses wore black gloves to keep their hands from becoming filthy
after hours of handling coins and pulling levers, they dways sat on stools while they played, and they
remembered to dter-nate hands when operating the machines in order not to strain the muscles of one
am, and they carried bottles of liniment just in case.

The duchesses, who for the mogt part were widows and spingters, often ate lunch and dinner
together. They cheered one another on those rare occasions when one of them hit a redly large jackpot;
and when one of them died, the others went to the funerd en masse. Together they formed an odd but
solid community, with a satifying sense of belong-ing. In a country that worshiped youth, most dderly
Americans devoutly desired to discover a place where they belonged, but unlike the duchesses, many of
them never found it.

Vivienne had a daughter, a son-in-law, and three grand-children in Sacramento. For five years, ever
ance her gxty-fifth birthday, they had been pressuring her to live with them. She loved them as much as
life itsdlf, and she knew they truly wanted her with them; they were not inviting her out of a misguided
sense of quilt and obligation: Nevertheless, she didn't want to live in Sacramento. After severa vists
there, she had decided that it must be one of the dullest cities in the world. Vivienne liked the action,
noise, lights and excitement of Las Vegas. Besdes, living in Sacramento, she wouldnt be a nicked
duchess any longer; she wouldn't be anyone specid; she would be just another dderly lady, living with
her daughter's family, playing grandma, marking time, waiting to die.

A lifelike that would be intolerable.

Vivienne vdued her independence more than anything else. She prayed that she would remain hedthy
enough to continue working and living on her own until, & last, her time came and dl the little windows on
the machine of life produced lemons.

As she was mopping the last corner of the kitchen floor, as she was thinking about how dreary life
would be without her friends and her dot machines, she heard a sound in another part of the house.
Toward the front. The living room.

She froze, ligening.



The refrigerator motor stopped running. A clock ticked softly.

After along slence, abrief dattering echoed through the house from another room, sartling Vivienne,
Then dlence again.

She went to the drawer next to the snk and sdlected a long, sharp blade from an assortment of
knives

She didn't even consider cdling the police. If she phoned for them and then ran out of the house, they
might not find an intruder when they came. They would think she was just a foolish old woman. Vivienne
Neddler refused to give anyone reason to think her afool.

Besdes, for the past twenty-one years, ever snce her Harry died, she had dways taken care of
hersdlf. She had done a pretty damn good job of it too.

She stepped out of the kitchen and found the light switch to the right of the doorway. The dining
room was deserted.

In the living room, she clicked on a Stifd lamp. No one was there.

She was about to head for the den when she noticed something odd about four framed eight-by-ten
photographs that were grouped on the wal above the sofa. This display had dways contained sx
pictures, not just four. But the fact that two were missng wasn't what drew Viviennes atten-tion. All four
of the remaining photos were swinging back and forth on the picture hooks that held them. No one was
near them, yet suddenly two photos began to rattle vidently againg the wall, and then both flew off tharr
mountings and clattered to the floor behind the beige, brushed-corduroy sofa

This was the sound she had heard when sheld been in the kitchen—this clatter.

"Whet the hdl?"

The remaining two photographs abruptly flung them-sdves off the wall. One dropped behind the
sofa, and the other tumbled onto it.

Vivienne blinked in amazement, unable to understand what she had seen. An earthquake? But she
hadn' fdt the house move; the windows hadn't rattled. Any tremor too mild to be fet would dso be too
mild to tear the photo-graphs from the wal.

She went to the sofa and picked up the photo that had dropped onto the cushions. She knew it well.
She had dusted it many times. It was a portrait of Danny Evans, as were the other five that usudly hung
around it. In this one, he was ten or deven years old, a sweet brown-haired boy with dark eyes and a
lovey amile

Vivienne wondered if there had been a nuclear test; maybe that was what had shaken things up. The
Nevada Nuclear Test Site, where underground detonations were conducted severa times a year, was
less than a hundred miles north of Las Vegas. Whenever the military exploded a high-yield weapon, the
tdl hotds swayed in Vegas, and every house in town shuddered alittle

But, no, she was stuck in the past: The Cold War was over, and nuclear tests hadn't been conducted
out in the desert for along time. Besides, the house hadn't shuddered just a minute ago; only the photos
hed been affected.

Puzzled, frowning thoughtfully, Vivienne put down the knife, pulled one end of the sofa away from the
wdl, and collected the framed eight-by-tens that were on the floor behind it. There were five
photographs in addition to the one that had dropped onto the sofa; two were responsible for the noises
that had drawn her into the living room, and the other three were those that she had seen popping off the
picture hooks. She put them back where they belonged, then did the sofaiinto place.

A burst of high-pitched dectronic noise blared through the house: Alii-eee . . . alii-eee.. . . aiii-eee . .

Vivienne gasped, turned. She was 4ill done.

Her fird thought was: Burglar alarm.

But the Evans house didn't have an darm system.

Vivienne winced as the dvill dectronic squed grew louder, a piercing oscillation. The nearby
windows and the thick glass top of the coffee table were vibraing. She fdt a sympeathetic resonance in
her teeth and bones.

She wasn't able to identify the source of the sound. It seemed to be coming from every comer of the



house,

"What in the blue devil is going on here?'

She didn't bother picking up the knife, because she was sure the problem wasn't an intruder. It was
something e se, something weird.

She crossed the room to the hdlway that served the bedrooms, bathrooms, and den. She snapped
on the light. The noise was louder in the corridor than it had been in the living room. The nerve-fraying
sound bounced off the walls of the narrow passage, echoing and re-echoing.

Vivienne looked both ways, then moved to the right, toward the closed door &t the end of the hall.
Toward Danny's old room. .

Thear was cooler in the hdlway than it was in the rest of the house. At firg Vivienne thought that she
was imagining the change in temperature, but the closer she drew to the end of the corridor, the colder it
got. By the time she reached the closed door, her skin was goose-pimpled, and her teeth were
chattering.

Step by step, her curiodty gave way to fear. Something was very wrong here. An ominous pressure
seemed to compress the ar around her.

Alii-eee . . . aiii-eee. . .

The wisest thing she could do would be to turn back, wak away from the door and out of the house.
But she wasn't completely in control of hersdf; she fdt a bit like a degpwalker. In spite of her anxiety, a
power she could sense—but which she could not define—drew her inexo-rably to Danny's room.

Alii-eee . . . aiii-eee. . . aiii-eee. ..

Vivienne reached for the doorknob but stopped before touching it, unadle to believe what she was
seaing. She blinked rapidly, closed her eyes, opened them again, but dill the doorknob appeared to be
sheathed in athin, irregular jacket of ice.

She findly touched it. Ice. Her skin dmost stuck to the knob. She pulled her hand away and
examined her damp fingers. Moisture had condensed on the metd and then had frozen.

But how was that possible? How in the name of God could there be ice here, in a well-heated house
and on a night when the outside temperature was at least twenty degrees above the freezing point?

The éectronic squed began to warble faster, but it was no quieter, no less bone-penetrating than it
hed been.

Sop, Vivienne told hersdf. Get away from here. Get out as fast as you can.

But she ignored her own advice. She pulled her blouse out of her dacks and used the tail to protect
her hand from

theicy metd doorknob. The knob turned, but the door wouldn't open. The intense cold had caused
the wood to contract and warp. She put her shoulder againg it, pushed gently, then harder, and findly the
door swung inward.

6

MAGYCK! WAS THE MOST ENTERTAINING VEGAS show that Elliot Stryker had ever seen.

The program opened with an dectrifying rendition of "That Old Black Magic." Singers and dancers,
brilliantly costumed, performed in a gunning set constructed of mirrored steps and mirrored panels.
When the stage lights were periodicaly dimmed, a score of revolving crystd balroom chandeliers cast
awnirling splinters of color that seemed to coalesce into supernaturd forms that capered under the
proscenium arch. The choreography was complex, and the two lead singers had strong, clear voices.

The opening number was followed by a fird-rate magic act in front of the drawn curtains. Less than
ten minutes later, when the curtains opened again, the mirrors had been taken away, and the stage had



been transformed into an ice rink; the second production number was done on skates againgt a winter
backdrop so red that it made Hlliot shiver.

Although Magyck! excited the imagination and com-manded the eye, Hlliot wasn't able to give his
undivided attention to it. He kept looking at Chrigina Evans, who was as dazzling as the show she had
Created.

She watched the performers intently, unaware of his gaze. A flickering, nervous scowl played across
her face, dter-nating with a tentative amile that appeared when the audience laughed, applauded, or
gasped in surprise.

She was sngularly beautiful. Her shoulder-length hair— deep brown, dmogt black, glossy—swept
across her brow, feathered back at the Sdes, and framed her face as though it were a painting by a great
measter. The bone gructure of that face was ddicate, dearly defined, quintessentialy feminine Dusky,
olive complexion. Full, sensuous mouth. And her eyes . . . She would have been lovely enough if her eyes
had been dark, in harmony with the shade of her har and skin, but they were cryddline blue. The
contrast between her Itdian good looks and her Nordic eyes was devadating.

Hlliot supposed that other people might find flawsin her face. Perhaps some would say that her brow
was too wide. Her nose was so draight that some might think it was severe. Others might say that her
mouth was too wide, her chin too pointed. To Elliot, however, her face was perfect.

But her physicd beauty was not what most excited him. He was interested primarily in learning more
about the mind that could create a work like Magyck! He had seen less than one-fourth of the program,
yet he knew it was a hit—and far superior to others of its kind. A Vegas stage extravaganza could essily
go off the ralls. If the gigantic sets and lavish costumes and intricate choreography were overdone, or if
any dement was improperly executed, the production would quickly sumble across the thin line between
capti-vating show-biz flash and sheer vulgarity. A dlittery fantasy could metamorphose into a crude,
tasteless, and stupid bore if the wrong hand guided it. Elliot wanted to know more about Chrisina
Evans—and on a more fundamentd leve, he just wanted her.

No woman had affected him so strongly since Nancy, hiswife, who had died three years ago.

Sitting in the dark thegater, he smiled, not at the comic magician who was performing in front of the
closed stage curtains, but a his own sudden, youthful exuberance.

v

THE WARPED DOOR GROANED AND CREAKED AS VI-vienne Neddler forced it open.

Alii-eee, aiii-eee. ..

A wave of frigid ar washed out of the dark room, into the hdlway.

Vivienne reached indde, fumbled for the light switch, found it, and entered warily. The room was
deserted.

Alii-eee, aii-eee. ..

Basabdl stars and horror-movie mongters gazed a Vivi-enne from posters stapled to the walls
Three intricate modd arplanes were suspended from the celling. These things were as they dways had
been, snce she had fird come to work here, before Danny had died.

Alii-eee, aiii-eee, aiii-eee. . .

The maddening dectronic squed issued from a pair of smdl stereo speakers that hung on the wall
behind the bed. The CD player and an accompanying AM-FM tuner and amplifier were stacked on one
of the nightstands.

Although Vivienne could see where the noise originated, she couldn't locate any source for the bitterly
cold ar. Neither window was open, and even if one had been raised, the night wasn't frigid enough to



account for the chill.

Jug as she reached the AM-FM tuner, the banshee wall stopped. The sudden dlence had an
oppressive weight.

Gradudly, as her ears stopped ringing, Vivienne per-ceived the soft empty hiss of the stereo
speakers. Then she heard the thumping of her own heart.

Themetd casing of the radio gleamed with a brittle crust of ice. She touched it wonderingly. A diver
of ice broke loose under her finger and fdl onto the nightstand. It didn't begin to mdt; the room was cold.

The window was frosted. The dresser mirror was frosted too, and her reflection was dm and
distorted and strange.

Outside, the night was cool but not wintry. Maybe fifty degrees. Maybe even fifty-five

Theradio's digita display began to change, the orange numbers escalaing across the frequency band,
sweeping through one gtation after another. Scraps of music, split-second flashes of disc jockeys chatter,
angle words from different somber-voiced newscasters, and fragments of commercid jingles blended in a
cacophonous jumble of meaningless sound. The indicator reached the end of the band width, and the
digitd display began to sequence backward.

Trembling, Vivienne switched off the radio.

As s00n as she took her finger off the push switch, the radio turned itsdf on again.

She gtared at it, frightened and bewildered.

Thedigitd digplay began to sequence up the band once more, and scraps of music blasted from the
speakers.

She pressed the ON-OFF bar again.

After abrief slence, the radio turned on spontaneoudly.

"Thisis crazy," she said shakily.

When she shut off the radio the third time, she kept her finger pressed againgt the ON-OFF bar. For
severd seconds she was certain that she could fed the switch graining under her fingertip as it tried to
pop on.

Overhead, the three modd airplanes began to move. Each was hung from, the celling on a length of
fishing line, and the upper end of each line was knotted to its own eye-hook that had been screwed firmly
into the drywal. The planesjiggled, jerked, twisted, and trembled.

Just a draft.

But she didn't fed a draft.

The modd planes began to bounce vidently up and down on the ends of their lines

"God help me" Vivienne said.

One of the planes swung intight circles, faster and faster, then in wider circles, seadily decreasng the
angle between the line on which it was suspended and the bedroom ceiling. After a moment the other two
modds ceased their erratic dancing and began to spin around and around, like the firg plane, as if they
were actudly flying, and there was no migaking this deliberate movement for the random effects of a
draft.

Ghosts? A poltergeist?

But she didn't believe in ghogis. There were no such things. She believed in death and taxes, in the
inevitability of dot-machine jackpots, in dl-you-can-eat casino buffets for $5.95 per person, in the Lord
God Almighty, in the truth of dien abductions and Big Foot, but she didn't believe in ghogts.

The diding closet doors began to move on their runners, and Vivienne Neddler had the feding that
some awful thing was going to come out of the dark space, its eyes as red as blood and its razor-sharp
teeth gnashing. She fdt a pres-ence, something that wanted her, and she cried out as the door came dl
the way open.

But there wasn't a mongter in the closet. It contained only clothes. Only clothes.

Nevertheless, untouched, the doors glided shut . . . and then open again. . . .

The modd planes went around, around.

Theair grew even colder.

The bed started to shake. Thelegs at the foot rose three or four inches before crashing back into the



casters that had been put under them to protect the carpet. They rose up again. Hovered above the floor.
The springs began to 9ng asif metd fingers were srumming them.

Vivienne backed into the wal, eyes wide, hands fisted at her sides.

As abruptly as the bed had started bouncing up and down, it now stopped. The closet doors closed
with a jarring crash—but they didnt open again. The modd airplanes dowed, swinging in smdler and
grdler circles, unil they findly hung motionless.

The room was slent.

Nothing moved.

The ar was getting warmer.

Gradudly Viviennes heartbeat subsided from the hard, frantic rhythm that it had been keeping for the
past couple of minutes. She hugged hersdlf and shivered.

A logicd explanation. There had to be alogicd explana-tion.

But she wasn't able to imagine what it could be.

As the room grew warm again, the doorknobs and the radio casng and the other metd objects
quickly shed ther fragile skins of ice, leaving shdlow puddles on furniture and damp spots in the carpet.
The frosted window cleared, and as the frost faded from the dresser mirror, Viviennes distorted
reflection resolved into a more familiar image of hersdf.

Now this was only a young boy's bedroom, a room like countless thousands of others.

Except, of course, that the boy who had once dept here had been dead for a year. And maybe he
was coming back, haunting the place.

Vivienne had to remind hersdf that she didn't beievein ghosts.

Nevertheless, it might be a good idea for Tina Evans to get rid of the boy's belongings at last.

Vivienne had no logicd explanation for what had hap-pened, but she knew one thing for sure She
wasn't going to tell anyone what she had seen here tonight. Regardiess of how convincingly and earnestly
she described these bizarre events, no one would believe her. They would nod and smile woodenly and
agree that it was a drange and frightening experience, but dl the while they would be thinking that poor
old Vivienne was findly getting senile. Sooner or later word of her rantings about poltergeists might get
back to her daughter in Sacramento, and then the pressure to move to Cdifornia would become
unbearable. Vivienne wasn't go-ing to jeopardize her precious independence.

She I&ft the bedroom, returned to the kitchen, and drank two shots of Tina Evanss best bourbon.
Then, with char-acteristic goicism, she returned to the boy's bedroom to wipe up the water from the
melted ice, and she continued housecleaning.

She refused to let a poltergeist scare her off.

It might be wise, however, to go to church on Sunday. She hadn't been to church in a long time.
Maybe some churching would be good for her. Not every week, of course. Just one or two Masses a
month. And confesson now and then. She hadn't seen the indde of a confessond in ages. Better safe
then sorry.

8

EVERYONE IN SHOW BUSINESS KNEW THAT NON-paying preview crowds were among
the toughest to please. Free admisson didn't guarantee their gppreciation or even their amicability. The
person who paid afair price for something was likdy to place far more vaue on it than the one who got
the same item for nothing. That old saw applied in spades to stage shows and to on-the-cuff audiences.

But not tonight. This crowd wasn't able to St on its hands and keep its cool.

The find curtain came down a eight minutes till ten o'clock, and the ovation continued until after
Tinds wrigt-watch had marked the hour. The cast of Magyck! took severd bows, then the crew, then



the orchestra, dl of them flushed with the excitement of being part of an unqudified hit. At the insgstence
of the happy, boisterous, VIP audience, both Jod Bandiri and Tina were spotlighted in their booths and
were rewarded with their own thunderous round of applause.

Tina was on an adrendine high, grinning, breathless, bardy able to absorb the overwhdming
response to her work. Hden Manway chattered excitedly about the spec-tacular specid effects, and
Hliot Stryker had an endless supply of compliments as wdl as some astute observations about the
technica aspects of the production, and Charlie Mainway poured a third bottle of Dom Perignon, and the
house lights came up, and the audience rductantly began to leave, and Tina hardly had a chance to sp
her champagne because of dl the people who stopped by the table to congratulate her.

By ten-thirty most of the audience had Ieft, and those who hadn't gone yet were in ling, moving up the
steps toward the rear doors of the showroom. Although no second show was scheduled this evening, as
would be the case every night henceforth, busboys and walitresses were busly dearing tables, resetting
them with fresh linen and slverware for the fallowing night's eéght o'clock performance.

When the adein front of her booth was findly empty of well-wishers, Tinagot up and met Joel as he
garted to come to her. She threw her arms around him and, much to her surprise, began to cry with
happiness. She hugged him hard, and Joel proclaimed the show to be a "gargantuaif | ever saw one."

By the time they got backstage, the opening-night party was in full swing. The sets and props had
been moved from the main floor of the stage, and eght folding tables had been set up. The tables were
draped with white coths and burdened with food: five hot hors d'oeuvres, lobster sdad, crab sdad,
pasta sdlad, filet mignon, chicken breasts in tarragon sauce, roasted potatoes, cakes, pies, tarts, fresh
fruits berries, and cheeses. Hotel management personnd, showgirls, dancers, magicians, crewmen, and
muddans crowded around the tables, sampling the offerings while Phillippe Chevdier, the hotd's
executive chef, persondly watched over the affair. Knowing this feast had been laid on for the party, few
of those present had esten dinner, and most of the dancers had eaten nothing since a light lunch. They
exdamed over the food and clustered around the portable bar. With the memory of the applause dill
fresh in everyone's mind, the party was soon jumping.

Tina mingled, moving back and forth, upstage and down-stage, through the crowd, thanking
everyone for his contribu-tion to the show's success, complimenting each member of the cast and crew
on his dedication and professondiam. Severd times she encountered Elliot Stryker, and he seemed
genu-indy interested in learning how the splashy stage effects had been achieved. Each Time that Tina
moved on to tak to someone ese, she regretted leaving Elliot, and each time that she found him again,
she stayed with him longer than she had before. After their fourth encounter, she logt track of how long
they were together. Findly she forgot dl about circulating.

Sanding near the left proscenium pillar, out of the man flow of the party, they nibbled a pieces of
cake, taking about Magyck! and then about the law, Charlie and Hden Manway, Las Vegas red
estate—and, by some circuitous route, superhero movies.

He said, "How can Batman wear an armored rubber suit dl the time and not have a chronic rash?'

"Y egh, but there are advantages to a rubber suit."

"You can go draight from office work to scuba diving without changing clothes.”

"Ea takeout food at two hundred miles an hour in the Batmobile, and no matter how messy it
gets—just hose off later.”

"Exactly. After a hard day of crime-fighting, you can get stinking drunk and throw up on yoursdlf, and
it doesn't matter. No dry-cleaning bills”

"In basic black he's dressed for any occason—"

"—from an audience with the Pope to a Marquis de Sade memorid sock hop.”

Bliot smiled. He finished his cake. "I guess youll have to be here mogt nights for a long time to
come."

"No. Theresredly no need for me to be."

"I thought a director—"

"Mog of the director's job isfinished. | just have to check on the show once every couple of weeks



to make sure the tone of it isnt drifting away from my origind intention.”

"But you're aso the co-producer.”

"Wl now that the show's opened successfully, most of my share of the producer's chores are public
relations and promotiona suff. And a little logigtics to keep the produc-tion ralling dong smoothly. But
nearly dl of that can be handled out of my office. | won't have to hang around the stage. In fact, Jod says
it isn't hedlthy for a producer to be backstage every night . . . or even most nights. He says I'd just make
the performers nervous and cause the techni-cians to look over their shoulders for the boss when they
should have ther eyes on their work."

"But will you be able to resst?"

"It won't be easy daying away. But there's alot of sensein what Jod says, so I'm going to try to play
it cool.”

"Sill, I guessyoull be here every night for the firgt week or s0."

"No," she said. "If Jodl's right—and I'm sure he is—then it's best to get in the habit of Staying away
right from the art.”

"Tomorrow night?"

"Oh, I'll probably pop in and out a few times™

"I guess youll be going to aNew Year's Eve party.”

"I hate New Y ear's Eve parties. Everyone's drunk and boring."

"W, then . . . in between dl that popping in and out of Magyck!, do you think you'd have time for
dinner?'

"Are you asking me for a date?"

"Il try not to durp my soup.”

"You are asking me for adate," she said, pleased.

"Yes And it's been along time since I've been this awkward about it."

"Why isthat?'

"You, | guess”

"I make you fed awkward?'

"You make me fed young. And when | was young, | was very awkward.”

"That's sweet."

"I'm trying to charm you."

"And succeeding,” she said.

He had such awarm amile. "Suddenly | don't fed so awkward anymore.”

She sad, "You want to Sart over?'

"Will you have dinner with me tomorrow night?*

"Sure. How about seven-thirty?'

"Hne. You prefer dressy or casud?'

"Bluejeans”

He fingered his starched collar and the sdtin lgpd of his tuxedo jacket. "I'm so glad you said that.”

"Il give you my address." She searched her purse for a pen.

"We can stop in here and watch the first few numbersin Magyck! and then go to the restaurant.”

"Why don't we just go sraight to the restaurant?!

"You don't want to pop in here?'

"I've decided to go cold turkey."

"Jod will be proud of you."

"If I can actudly doit, I'll be proud of me."

"Youll do it. You've got true grit."

“In the middle of dinner, | might be seized by a desperate need to dash over here and act like a
producer.”

"Il park the car in front of the restaurant door, and I'll leave the engine running just in case.”

Tinagave her address to him, and then somehow they were taking about jazz and Benny Goodman,
and then about the miserable service provided by the Las Vegas phone company, just chetting away as if



they were old friends. He had a variety of interests, among other things he was a skier and a pilot, and he
was full of funny stories about learning to ki and fly. He made her fed comfortable, yet a the same time
he intrigued her. He projected an interesting image: a blend of mae power and gentleness, aggressive
sexudity and kindness.

A hit show . . . lots of royaty checks to look forward to ... an infinity of new opportunities made
avalable to her because of this firs samashing success . . . and now the prospect of a new and exaiting
lover . ..

As she listed her blessings, Tina was astonished at how much difference one year could make in a
life From bitterness, pain, tragedy, and unrdenting sorrow, she had turned around to face a horizon lit by
rigng promise. At last the future looked worth living. Indeed, she couldn't see how anything could go
wrong.

9

THE SKIRTS OF THE NIGHT WERE GATHERED around the Evans house, rudling in a dry
desert wind.

A neighbor's white cat .crept across the lawn, staking a wind-tossed scrap of paper. The cat
pounced, missed its prey, sumbled, scared itsdlf, and flashed lightning-quick into another yard.

Insgde, the house was modly slent. Now and then the refrigerator switched on, purring to itsdf. A
loose window-pane in the living room rattled dightly whenever a strong gust of wind struck it. The heating
sysem rumbled to life, and for a couple of minutes a a time, the blower whispered wordlessy as hot ar
pushed through the vents.

Shortly before midnight, Danny's room began to grow cold. On the doorknob, on the radio casng,
and on other metd objects, moisture began to condense out of the air. The temperature plunged repidly,
and the beads of water froze. Frost formed on the window.

Theradio clicked on.

For a few seconds the slence was split by an eectronic squed as sharp as an ax blade. Then the
dhill noise abruptly stopped, and the digitd display flashed with rapidly chang-ing numbers. Snippets of
music and shards of voices crackled in an eerie audio-montage that echoed and re-echoed off the walls
of the frigid room.

No one was in the house to hear it.

The closet door opened, closed, opened. . . .

Ingde the closet, shirts and jeans began to swing wildly on the pole from which they hung, and some
clothesfdl to the floor.

The bed shook.

Thedigplay case that hed nine modd arplanes rocked, banging repeatedly againg the wal. One of
the modes was flung from its shdlf, then two more, then three more, then another, until dl nine lay in a
pile on the floor.

On the wdl to the left of the bed, a poster of the creature from the Alien movies tore down the
middle

The radio ceased scanning, stopping on an open fre-quency that hissed and popped with distant
datic. Then avoice blared from the speakers. It was a child's voice. A boy. There were no words. Just a
long, agonized scream.

The voice faded after aminute, but the bed began to bang up and down.

The closet door dammed open and shut with subgtantialy more force then it had earlier.

Other things began to move too. For amost five minutes the room seemed to have come dive.

And then it died.



Silence returned.
Thear grew warm again.
The frost l&ft the window, and outside the white cat sill chased the scrap of paper.

WEDNESDAY
DECEMBER 31

10

TINA DIDNT GET HOME FROM THE OPENING-NIGHT paty until shortly before two
o'clock Wednesday morning. Exhausted, dightly tipsy, she went directly to bed and fdl into a sound
deep.

Later, after no more than two dreamless hours, she suffered another nightmare about Danny. He was
trapped at the bottom of a deep hole. She heard his frightened voice cdling to her, and she peered over
the edge of the pit, and he was so far beow her that his face was only a tiny, pde smudge. He was
desperate to get out, and she was frantic to rescue him; but he was chained, unable to dimb, and the
sdes of the pit were sheer and smooth, so she had no way to reach him. Then a man dressed entirdy in
black from head to foot, his face hidden by shadows, appeared at the far Sde of the pit and began to
shovd dirt into it. Danny's cry escalated into a scream of terror; he was being buried dive. Tina shouted
a the man in black, but he ignored her and kept shoveling dirt on top of Danny. She edged around the
pit, determined to make the hateful bastard stop what he was doing, but he took a step away from her
for every step that she took toward him, and he dways stayed directly across the hole from her. She
couldn't reach him, and she couldn't reach Danny, and the dirt was up to the boy's knees, and now up to
his hips, and now over his shoulders. Danny wailed and shrieked, and now the earth was even with his
chin, but the man in black wouldn't stop filling in the hole. She wanted to kill the bastard, club him to
degth with his own shove. When she thought of clubbing him, he looked at her, and she saw his face: a
fleshless skull with rotting skin stretched over the bones, burning red eyes, a ydlow-toothed grin. A
disgudting cluster of maggots dung to the man's Ieft cheek and to the corner of his eye, feeding off him.
Tinds terror over Danny's impending entombment was suddenly mixed with fear for her own life. Though
Danny's screams were increesngly muffled, they were even more urgent than before, because the dirt
began to cover his face and pour into his mouth. She had to get down to him and push the earth away
from his face before he suffocated, so in blind panic she threw hersdlf over the edge of the pit, into the
terrible abyss, fdling and fdling—

Gagping, shuddering, she wrenched hersdf out of deep. She was convinced that the man in black
was in her bedroom, standing slently in the darkness, grinning. Heart pounding, she fumbled with the
bedside lamp. She blinked in the sudden light and saw that she was done.

"Jesus," she said weekly.

She wiped one hand across her face, doughing off a film of perspiration. She dried her hand on the
gheets.

She did some deep-bresthing exercises, trying to cam hersdf.

She couldn't stop shaking.

In the bathroom, she washed her face. The mirror



revealed a person whom she hardly recognized: a haggard, bloodless, sunken-eyed fright.

Her mouth was dry and sour. She drank a glass of cold water.

Back in bed, she didn't want to turn off the light. Her fear made her angry with hersdf, and & last she
twisted the switch.

The returning darkness was threstening.

She wasn't sure she would be able to get any more deep, but she had to try. It wasn't even five
o'clock. Sheld been adeep less than three hours.

In the morning, she would clean out Danny's room. Then the dreams would stop. She was pretty
much convinced of that.

She remembered the two words that she had twice erased from Danny's chalkboard—NOT
DEAD—and she redized that she'd forgotten to cdl Miched. She had to confront him with her
suspicions. She had to know if hed been in the house, in Danny's room, without her knowledge or
permis-sion.

It had to be Michedl.

She could turn on the light and cdl him now. He would be deeping, but she wouldnt fed guilty if she
woke him, not after dl the deepless nights that he had given her. Right now, however, she didn't fed up
to the battle. Her wits were dulled by wine and exhaugtion. And if Michad had dipped into the house
like alittle boy playing acrud prank, if he had written that message on the chalkboard, then his hatred of
her was far greater than she had thought. He might even be a desperately sick man. If he became verbdly
violent and abusive, if he were irrationd, she would need to have a clear head to ded with him. She
would cal himin the morning when she had regained some of her strength.

She yawned and turned over and drifted off to deep. She didn't dream anymore, and when she woke
a ten o'clock, she was refreshed and newly excited by the previous night's success.

She phoned Michad, but he wasn't home. Unless held changed shiftsin the past Sx months, he didn't
go to work until noon. She decided to try his number again in hdf an hour.

After retrieving the morning newspaper from the front stoop, she read the rave review of Magyck!
written by the Review-Journal's entertainment critic. He couldn't find anything wrong with the show. His
praise was 0 effusve that, even reading it by hersdf, in her own kitchen, she was dightly embarrassed
by the effusveness of the praise.

She ate a light breskfast of grapefruit juice and one English muffin, then went to Danny's room to
pack his bdongings. When she opened the door, she gasped and halted.

The room was a mess. The airplane models were no longer in the display case; they were strewn
across the floor, and a few were broken. Danny's collection of paperbacks had been pulled from the
bookcase and tossed into every corner. The tubes of glue miniaure bottles of enamd, and
model-crafting tools that had stood on his desk were now on the floor with everything ese. A poster of
one of the movie mongters had been ripped apart; it hung from the wadl in severd pieces. The action
figures had been knocked off the headboard. The closet doors were open, and dl the clothes ingde
appeared to have been thrown on the floor. The game table had been overturned. The easd lay on the
carpet, the chalkboard facing down.

Sheking with rage, Tinadowly crossed the room, care-fully stepping through the debris. She stopped
a the easd, set it up asit belonged, hesitated, then turned the chalkboard toward her.

NOT DEAD

"Damn!" she said, furious.

Vivienne Neddler had been in to dean last evening, but this wasn't the kind of thing that Vivienne
would be capable of doing. If the mess had been here when Vivienne arrived, the old woman would have
cleaned it up and would have left a note about what sheld found. Clearly, the intruder had come in after
Mrs. Neddler had |eft.

Fuming, Tina went through the house, meticuloudy checking every window and door. She could find
no sgn of forced entry.



In the kitchen again, she phoned Michael. He il didn't answer. She dammed down the handset.

She pulled the teephone directory from a drawer and leafed through the Ydlow Pages until she
found the adver-tisements for locksmiths. She chose the company with the largest ad.

"Anderlingen Lock and Security.”

"Your ad inthe Yéelow Pages says you can have aman 'here to change my locksin one hour."

"That's our emergency service. It costs more.”

" don't care what it cogts," Tinasaid.

"Butif you just put your name on our work ligt, well mogt likely have a man there by four o'clock this
afternoon, tomorrow morning a the latest. And the regular service is forty percent cheaper than an
emergency job."

"Vandds were in my house last night,” Tina said.

"What aworld welivein," said the woman at Anderlingen.

"They wrecked alot of suff—"

"Oh, I'm sorry to hear that."

"—s0 | want the locks changed immediatdy.”

"Of course.”

"And | want good locks ingdled. The best you've got.”

"Jugt give me your name and address, and I'll send a man out right away."

A couple of minutes later, having completed the cdl, Tina went back to Danny's room to survey the
damage again. As she looked over the wreckage, she said, "What the hdl do you want from me, Mike?"

She doubted that he would be able to answer that question even if he were present to hear it. What
possible excuse could he have? What twisted logic could judify this sort of Sck behavior? It was crazy,
heteful.

She shivered.
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TINA ARRIVED AT BALLY'S HOTEL AT TEN MINUTES ftill two, Wednesday afternoon,
leaving her Honda with a vaet parking attendant.

Bdly's, formerly the MGM Grand, was getting to be one of the older establishments on the
continuoudy rgjuve-nating Las VVegas Strip, but it was dill one of the most popular hotelsin town, and on
thislast day of the year it was packed. At least two or three thousand people were in the casino, which
was lager then a footbal fidd. Hundreds of gamblers—pretty young women, sweet-faced
grandmoth-ers, men in jeans and decoratively sitched Western shirts, retirement-age men in expensive
but tacky leisure outfits, a few guys in three-piece auits, slesmen, doctors, mechanics, secretaries,
Ameicansfrom dl of the Western states, junketeers from the East Coast, Japanese tourists, a few Arab
men—sat at the semidliptical blackjack tables, puding money and chips forward, sometimes taking
back thelr winnings, eagerly grabbing the cards that were dedlt from the five-deck shoes, each reacting in
one of severd predict-able ways Some players squeded with ddight; some grumbled; others amiled
ruefully and shook their heads; some teased the dedlers, pleading hdf serioudy for better cards; and il
others were slent, polite, attentive, and businesdike, as though they thought they were engaged in some
reasonable form of investment planning. Hundreds of other people stood close behind the players,
watching impatiently, waiting for a seat to open. At the craps tables, the crowds, primarily men, were
more boisterous than the blackjack aficionados, they screamed, howled, cheered, groaned, encouraged
the shooter, and prayed loudly to the dice. On the left, dot machines ran the entire length of the casino,
bank after nervejangling bank of them, brightly and colorfully lighted, attended by gamblers who were
more vocd than the card players but not as loud as the craps shooters. On the right, beyond the craps



tables, hdfway down the long room, elevated from the main floor, the white-marble and brass baccarat
pit catered to a more afluent and sedate group of gamblers; a baccarat, the pit boss, the floorman, and
the dedlers wore tuxedos. And everywhere in the gigantic casino, there were cocktail waitresses in brief
costumes, reveding long legs and cleav-age; they bustled here and there, back and forth, as if they were
the threads that bound the crowd together.

Tina pressed through the milling onlookers who filled the wide center aide, and she located Michad
amog at once. He was deding blackjack at one of the firg tables. The game minmum was a five-dollar
bet, and dl seven seats were taken. Michad was grinning, chetting amicably with the players. Some
deders were cold and uncommunicative, but Michee fdt the day went faster when he was friendly with
people. Not unexpectedly, he received consderably more tips than most dedlers did.

Miched was lean and blond, with eyes nearly as blue as Tinas. He somewhat resembled Robert
Redford, amog too pretty. It was no surprise that women players tipped hm more often and more
generoudy than did men.

When Tina squeezed into the narrow gap between the tables and caught Michad's attention, his
reaction was far different from what she had expected. She'd thought the sight of her would wipe the
amile off hisface. Instead, his amile broadened, and there seemed to be genuine ddight in his eyes.

He was shuffling cards when he saw her, and he contin-ued to shuffle while he spoke. "Hey, hdlo
there. You look terrific, Tina A dght for sore eyes.”

She wasn't prepared for this pleasantness, nonplussed by the warmth of his greting.

He said, "That's anice sweater. | likeit. Y ou dways looked good in blue”

She amiled uneesily and tried to remember that she had come here to accuse him of crudly harassing
her. "Miched, | have to tak to you."

He glanced a his watch. "I've got a break coming up in five minutes”

"Where should | meet you?'

"Why don't you wait right where you are? Y ou can weatch these nice people beat me out of alot of

Eveay player a the table groaned, and they dl had comments to make about the unlikdy posshility
that they might win anything from this dealer.

Miched grinned and winked at Tina

She amiled woodenly.

She waited impatiently as the five minutes crawled by; she was never comfortable in a casno when it
was busy. The frantic activity and the unrdenting excitement, which bordered on hyderia a times,
abraded her nerves.

The huge room was s0 noisy that the blend of sounds seemed to codesce into a vishle
ubstance—like a humid ydlow hazein the air. Sot machines rang and beeped and whigtled and buzzed.
Bdls clattered around spinning rou-lette wheds. A five-piece band hammered out wildy amplified pop
mudc from the amdl stage in the open cocktail lounge beyond and dightly above the dot ma-chines. The
paging system blared names. Ice rattled in glasses as gamblers drank while they played. And everyone
seemed to be talking at once.

When Michadl's break time arrived, a replacement dedler took over the table, and Michad stepped
out of the blackjack pit, into the center aide. "You want to tak?'

"Not here," she said, hdf-shouting. "'l can't hear mysdf think."

"Let's go down to the arcade.”

"Okay."

To reach the escalators that would carry them down to the shopping arcade on the lower levd, they
hed to cross the entire casino. Miched led the way, gently pushing and ebowing through the holiday
crowd, and Tinafollowed quickly in his wake, before the path that he made could close up again.

Hdfway across the long room, they stopped a a clear-ing where a middle-aged man lay on his back,
uncon-scious, in front of a blackjack table. He was wearing a beige suit, a dark brown shirt, and a
beige-patterned tie. An overturned stool lay beside him, and gpproximatdly five hundred dollars worth of
green chips were scattered on the carpet. Two uniformed security men were performing first ad on the



unconscious man, loosening his tie and collar, taking his pulse, while a third guard was keegping curious
customers out of the way.

Miched said, "Heart attack, Pete?'

Thethird guard said, "Hi, Mike. Nan, | don't think it's his heart. Probably a combination of blackjack
blackout and bingo bladder. He was gtting here for eight hours sraight.”

On the floor, the man in the beige suit groaned. His eydids fluttered.

Shaking his head, obvioudy amused, Michad moved around the dearing and into the crowd again.

When at lagt they reached the end of the casino and were on the escdlators, heading down toward
the shopping arcade, Tina said, "What is blackjack blackout?*

"It's supid iswhat it is" Michad said, gill amused. "The guy Sts down to play cards and gets so
involved he loses track of time, which is of course, exactly what the man-agement wants him to do.
That's why there aren't any windows or clocks in the casino. But once in a while, a guy really loses
track, doesn't get up for hours and hours, just keeps on playing like a zombie. Meanwhile, he's drinking
too much. When he does findly stand up, he moves too fast. The blood drains from his head—bang!
—and hefaints dead away. Blackjack blackout.”

"Ah"

"We seeit dl thetime”

"Bingo bladder?’

"Sometimes a player gets so interested in the game that he's virtudly hypnotized by it. HE's been
drinking pretty regularly, but he's so deep in a trance that he can completdy ignore the cdl of nature
until—bingo!'—he has a bladder spasm. If it's redly a bad one, he finds out his pipes have blocked up.
He can't rlieve himsdf, and he has to be taken to the hospital and catheterized.”

"My God, are you serious?'

"Yep."

They stepped off the escalator, into the bustling shopping arcade. Crowds surged past the souvenir
shops, art gdleries, jewdry stores, dathing stores, and other retall businesses, but they were nether
shoulder-to-shoulder nor as indsient as they were upgtairsin the casno.

"I dill don't see any place where we can tak privatdy,” Tinasad.

"Let's wak down to the ice-cream parlor and get a couple of pistachio cones. What do you say?
You dways liked pistachio.”

"I don't want any ice cream, Michad."

She had lost the momentum occasioned by her anger, and now she was afraid of loang the sense of
purpose that had driven her to confront him. He was trying so hard to be nice, which wasn't like Miched
a dl. At least it wasn't like the Michad Evans she had known for the past couple of years. When they
were firg married, held been fun, charming, easygoing, but he had not been that way with her in a long
time

"No ice cream,” she repeated. "Jugt some tak.”

"Wadl, if you don't want some pistachio, | certainly do. I'll get a cone, and then we can go outside,
wak around the parking lot. It's afarly warm day."

"How long is your break?'

"Twenty minutes. But I'm tight with the pit boss. Hell cover for meif | don't get back intime”

Theice-cream parlor was a the far end of the arcade. As they walked, Michad continued to try to
amuse her by tdling her about other unusua maadies to which gamblers were prone.

‘There's what we cdl ‘jackpot attack,” Miched said. "For years people go home from Vegas and tdl
dl their friends that they came out ahead of the game. Lying their heads off. Everyone pretends to be a
winner. And when dl of a sudden someone does hit it big, especidly on a dot machine where it can
happen in a flash, they're so surprised they pass out. Heart attacks are more frequent around the dot
meachines than anywhere esein the casino, and a lot of the victims are people who've just lined up three
bars and won a bundle.

"Then there's 'Vegas syndrome.” Someone gets so carried away with gambling and running from
show to show that he forgets to eat for a whole day or longer. He or she—it happens to women nearly



as often as men. Anyway, when he findly gets hungry and redlizes he hasn't eaten, he gulps down a huge
med, and the blood rushes from his head to his somach, and he passes out in the middle of the
restaurant. It's not usudly dangerous, except if he has amouthful of food when he faints, because then he
might choke to death.

"But my favorite is what we cdl the 'time-warp syn-drome." People come here from a lot of dull
places, and Vegas is like an adult Disneyland. There's so much going on, so much to see and do,
congtant excitement, so people get out of ther normd rhythms. They go to bed a dawn, get up in the
afternoon, and they lose track of what day it is When the excitement wears off a little, they go to check
out of the hotel, and they discover their three-day weekend somehow turned into five days. They can't
believe it. They think they're being overcharged, and they argue with the desk clerks. When someone
shows them a cdendar and a daily newspaper, they're redly shocked. They've been through a time warp
and logt a couple of days. Isn't that weird?"

Miched kept up the friendly patter while he got his cone of ice cream. Then, as they stepped out of
the rear entrance of the hote and walked dong the edge of the parking lot in the seventy-degree winter
sunshine, he said, "So what did you want to talk about?"

Tinawasn't sure how to begin. Her origind intention had been to accuse him of ripping apart Danny's
room; she had been prepared to come on strong, so that evenif he didn't want her to know he'd done i,
he might be rattled enough to reved his guilt. But now, if she started making nasty accusations after held
been so pleasant to her, she would seem to be a hygericd harpy, and if she dill had any advantage |eft,
she would quickly loseiit.

At lagt she said, "Some strange things have been happen-ing at the house.™

"Strange? Like what?"

"l think someone broke in."

"You think?"

"Wdl ... I'msureofit”

"When did this happen?'

Remembering the two words on the chalkboard, she said, "Three timesin the past week."

He stopped waking and stared at her. "Three times?*

"Yes. Last evening was the latest."

"What do the police say?'

"I haven't caled them."

He frowned. "Why not?'

"For one thing, nothing was taken."

"Somebody broke in three times but didn't sted any-thing?”'

If he was faking innocence, he was a much better actor than she thought he was, and she thought she
knew him wdl indeed. After dl, she'd lived with him for along time, through years of happiness and years
of misery, and shed come to know the limits of his tdent for deception and duplicity. Shed dways
known when he was lying. She didn't think he was lying now. There was something peculiar in his eyes, a
speculative look, but it wasn't guile He truly seemed unaware of what had happened a the house.
Perhaps he'd had nothing to do with it.

But if Michadl hadn't torn up Danny's room, if Michadl hadn't written those words on the chalkboard,
then who had?

"Why would someone break in and leave without taking anything?' Michad asked.

"I think they were just trying to upset me, scare me"

"Who would want to scare you?' He seemed genuindy concerned.

She didn't know what to say.

"Youve never been the kind of person who makes enemies,”" he said. "Y ou're a damn hard woman to
hete"

"You managed,” she said, and that was as close as she could come to accusing him of anything.

He blinked in surprise. "Oh, no. No, no, Tina | never hated you. | was disgppointed by the changes
inyou. | was angry with you. Angry and hurt. Il admit that, al right. There was a lot of bitterness on my



part. Definitely. But it was never as bad as hatred.”

She 9ghed.

Michad hadn't wrecked Danny's room. She was abso-lutely sure of that now.

"Ting?'

"I'm sorry. | shouldn't have bothered you with this. I'm not redly surewhy | did," she lied. "'l ought to
have called the police right away.”

He licked his ice-cream cone, studied her, and then he amiled. "I understand. It's hard for you to get
around to it. You don't know how to begin. So you come to me with this story."

"Sory?"

"It's okay."

"Miched, it's not just agtory.”

"Dont be embarrassed.”

"I'm not embarrassed. Why should | be embarrassed?”

"Reax. It'sdl right, Tina" he said gently.

"Someone has been breaking into the house."

"I understand how you fed." His amile changed; it was smug now.

"Michad—"

"I redly do understand, Tina" His voice was reassuring, but his tone was condescending. "You don't
need an excuse to ask me what you've come here to ask. Honey, you don't need a story about someone
bresking into the house. | understand, and I'm with you. | redly am. So go ahead. Don't fed awkward
about it. Just get right down to it. Go ahead and say it."

She was perplexed. "Say what?"

"We |et the marriage go off the ralls. But there at firgt, for a good many years, we had a gresat thing
going. We can have it again if we redly want to try for it."

She was stunned. "Are you serious?'

"I've been thinking about it the past few days. When | saw you wak into the casino a while ago, |
knew | was right. As soon as | saw you, | knew everything was going to turn out exactly like | had it
figured.”

"You are serious”

"Sure" He mistook her astonishment for surprised de-light. "Now that you've had your fling as a
producer, you're ready to settle down. That makes alot of sense, Tina"

Fling! she thought angrily.

He dill perssted in regarding her as a flighty woman who wanted to take a fling a being a Vegas
producer. The insufferable bastard! She was furious, but she sad nothing; she didnt trust hersdf to
speak, afrad that she would start screaming at him the indant she opened her mouth.

"Therés more to life than just having aflashy career,” Michad sad pontificaly. "Home life counts for
something. Home and family. That has to be a part of life too. Maybe it's the most important part.” He
nodded sanctimonioudy. "Family. These lagt few days, as your show's been getting ready to open, I've
hed the feding you might findly redize you need something morein life, something a lot more emotionaly
sidying than whatever it isyou can get out of just producing stage shows."

Tinds ambition was, in part, what had led to the disso-lution of their marriage. Wdl, not her ambition
as much as Michad's childish attitude toward it. He was happy being a blackjack deder; his sdary and
his good tips were enough for him, and he was content to coast through the years. But merdy drifting
dong in the currents of life wasn't enough for Tina. As she had struggled to move up from dancer to
costumer to choreographer to lounge-revue coordinator to producer, Michadl had been displeased with
her commitment to work. She had never neglected him and Danny. She had been determined thet neither
of them would have reason to fed that his importance in her life had diminished. Danny had been
wonderful; Danny had understood. Michad couldn't or wouldn't. Gradudly Michadl's displeasure over
her desre to succeed was complicated by a darker emoation: He grew jedous of her smdlest
achievements. She had tried to encourage him to seek advances in his own career— from deder to
floorman to pit boss to higher casno management—but he had no interest in dimbing that ladder. He



became waspish, petulant. Eventudly he started seeing other women. She was shocked by his reaction,
then confused, and a last deeply saddened. The only way she could have held on to her husband would
have been to abandon her new career, and she had refused to do that.

Intime Michael had made it clear to her that he hadn't actudly ever loved the red Chridtina. He didnt
tdl her directly, but his behavior said as much. He had adored only the showgirl, the dancer, the cute little
thing that other men coveted, the pretty woman whose presence at his sde had inflated his ego. As long
as she remained a dancer, as long as she devoted her life to him, as long as she hung on his am and
looked ddlicious, he approved of her. But the moment that she wanted to be something more than a
trophy wife, he rebelled.

Badly hurt by that discovery, she had given him the freedom that he wanted.

And now he actudly thought that she was going to crawl back to him. That was why held amiled
when held seen her at his blackjack table. That was why he had been so charming. The size of his ego
astounded her.

Standing before her in the sunshine, his white shirt shimmering with squiggles of reflected light thet
bounced off the parked cars, he favored her with that self-satisfied, superior amile that made her fed as
cold as thiswinter day ought to have been.

Once, long ago, she had loved him very much. Now she couldn't imagine how or why she had ever
cared.

"Miched, in case you haven't heard, Magyck! isahit. A big hit. Huge"

"Sure”" he said. "I know that, baby. And I'm happy for you. I'm happy for you and me. Now that
you've proved whatever you needed to prove, you can reax.”

"Miched, | intend to continue working as a producer. I'm not going to—"

"Oh, | don't expect you to giveit up,” he said magnani-moudy.

"You don't, huh?'

"No, no. Of course not. It's good for you to have something to dabble in. | see that now. | get the
message. But with Magyck! running successfully, you won't have dl that much to do. It won't be like
before.”

"Miched—" she began, intending to tdl him that she was going to stage another show within the next
year, that she didn't want to be represented by only one production a a time, and that she even had
digant designs on New York and Broadway, where the return of Busby Berkdey-style musicas might
be greeted with cheers.

But he was s0 involved with his fantasy that he wasn't aware that she had no desire to be a part of it.
He interrupted her before she'd said more than his name. "We can do it, Tina It was good for us once,
those early years. It can be good agan. We're dill young. We have time to start another family. Maybe
even two boys and two girls. That's what 1've dways wanted.”

When he paused to lick hisice-cream cone, she said, "Michad, that's not the way it's going to be."

"Wdl, maybe you're right. Maybe a large family isn't such a wise idea these days, what with the
economy in trouble and dl the turmail in the world. But we can take care of two eesly enough, and
maybe well get lucky and have one boy and one girl. Of course well wait ayear or so. I'm sure theré's a
lot of work to do on a show like Magyck! even after it opens. Well wait until it's running smoothly, until it
doesn't need much of your time. Then we can—"

"Miched, stop it!" she said harshly.

He flinched asif she'd dapped him.

“I'm not feding unfulfilled these days" she said. "I'm not pining for the domestic life You don't
understland me one bit better now than you did when we divorced.”

His expression of surprise dowly settled into a frown.

She sad, "l didn't make up that story about someone bresking into the house just so you could play
the strong, rdiable man to my weak, frightened femde. Someone redly did break in. | came to you
because | thought . . . | believed . . . Well, that doesn't matter anymore.”

She turned away from him and started toward the rear entrance of the hotd, out of which they'd
come afew minutes ago.



"Wait!" Miched said. "Tina, wait!"

She stopped and regarded him with contempt and sorrow.

He hurried to her. "I'm sorry. It's my fault, Tina | botched it. Jesus, | was babbling like an idiat,
waan't 1?1 didn't let you do it your way. | knew what you wanted to say, but | should have let you say it
a your own speed. | was wrong. It's just—I was excited, Tina That's dl. | shouldve shut up and let you

get around to it fird. I'm sorry, baby." His ingratiating, boyish grin was back. "Dont get mad a me,
okay? We both want the same thing—a home life, a good family life. Let's not throw away this chance.”

She glared a him. "Yes, you're right, | do want ahome life, a satifying family life. Y ou're right about
that. But you're wrong about everything else. | don't want to be a producer merdly because | need a
gddine to dabble in, Dabble! Michad, that's supid. No one gets a show like Magyck! dff the ground by
dabbling. | can't bdieve you sad that! It wasn't a fling. It was a mentdly and physcay debilitating
experience—it was hard—and | loved every minute of it! God willing, I'm going to do it again. And
agan and agan. I'm going to produce shows thatll make Magyck! look amateurish by comparison.
Some day | may aso be a mother again. And I'll be a damn good mother too. A good mother and a
good producer. | have the intdligence and the tdent to be more than just one thing. And | certainly can
be more than just your trinket and your housekeeper.”

"Now, wat aminute” he said, beginning to get angry. "Wait just a damn minute. Y ou don't—"

She interrupted him. For years she had been filled with hurt and bitterness. She had never vented any
of her black anger because, initidly, she'd wanted to hide it from Danny; she hadn't wanted to turn him
agand his father. Later, after Danny was dead, shed repressed her fedings because sheld known that
Miched had been truly suffering from the loss of his child, and she hadn't wanted to add to his misary.
But now she vented some of the acid that had been edting a her for so long, cutting him off in
midsentence.

"You were wrong to think 1'd come crawling back. Why on earth would 1?7 What do you have to give
methat | can't get elsewhere? Y ou've never been much of a giver anyway, Michad. You only give when
you're sure of getting back twice as much. Y ou're basicdly ataker. And before you give me any more of
that treacly talk about your greet love of family, let me remind you that it wasn't me who tore our family
apart. It wasn't me who jumped from bed to bed."

"Now, wait—"

"You were the one who started fucking anything that breathed, and then you flaunted each cheap little
dfar to hurt me. It was you who didnt come home at night. It was you who went away for weekends
with your girlfriends And those bed-hopping weekends broke my heart, Michad, broke my
heart—which is what you hoped to do, so that was dl right with you. But did you ever stop to redize
what effect your absences had on Danny? If you loved family life so much, why didn't you spend dl those
weekends with your son?'

His face was flushed, and there was a familiar meanness in his eyes. "So I'm not a giver, huh? Then
who gave you the house you're living in? Huh? Who was it had to move into an apartment when we
separated, and who wasiit kept the houss?"

He was trying desperately to deflect her and change the course of the argument. She could see what
he was up to, and she was not going to be distracted from her man intention.

She said, "Dont be pathetic, Michad. You know damn wel the down payment for the house came
out of my earnings. You dways spent your money on fast cars, good clothes. | pad every loan
inddlment. You know that. And | never asked for dimony. Anyway, dl of that's beside the point. We
were taking about family life, about Danny.”

"Now, you ligen to me—"

"No. It's your turn to ligen. After dl these years it's findly your turn to ligen. If you know how. You
could have taken Danny away for the weekend if you didn't want to be near me. You could have gone
camping with him. Y ou could have taken him down to Disneyland for a couple days. Or to the Colorado
River to do some fishing. But you were too busy usng dl those women to hurt me and to prove to
yoursdlf what a stud you were. You could have enjoyed that time with your son. He missed you. You
could have had that precious time with him. But you didn't want it. And as it turned out, Danny didn't



have much time left.”

Michad was milk-white, trembling. His eyes were dark with rage. "Y ou're the same goddamn bitch
you dways were."

She sghed and sagged. She was exhausted. Finished tdling him off, she fdt pleasantly wrung out, as
if some evil, nervous energy had been drained from her.

"Y ou're the same bal-breaking bitch," Michad said.

"I don't want to fight with you, Michadl. I'm even sorry if some of what | said about Danny hurt you,
athough, God knows, you deserve to hear it. | don't redly want to hurt you. Oddly enough, | don't redly
hate you anymore. | don't fed anything for you. Not anything at al.”

Tumning away, she left him in the sunshine, with the ice cream mdting down the cone and onto his
hand.

She walked back through the shopping arcade, rode the escalator up to the casino, and made her
way through the noisy crowd to the front doors. One of the valet-parking attendants brought her car, and
she drove down the hotd's steeply danted exit drive.

She headed toward the Golden Pyramid, where she had an office, and where work was waiting to be
done.

After she had driven only a block, she was forced to pull to the side of the road. She couldn't see
where she was going, because hot tears streamed down her face. She put the car in park. Surprisng
hersdlf, she sobbed loudly.

At firgd she wasn't sure what she was aying about. She just surrendered to the racking grief that
swept through her and did not question it.

After awhile she decided that she was arying for Danny. Poor, sweet Danny. Held hardly begun to
live It wasn't far. And she was crying for hersdf too, and for Michad. She was arying for dl the things
that might have been, and for what could never be again.

In afew minutes she got control of hersdlf. She dried her eyes and blew her nose.

She had to stop being so gloomy. Sheld had enough gloomin her life. A whole hdl of alot of gloom.
"Think pogtive" she said doud. "Maybe the past wasn't S0 greet, but the future seems pretty damn

She ingpected her facein the rearview mirror to see how much damage the arying jag had done. She
looked better than she expected. Her eyes were red, but she wouldn't pass for Dracula. She opened her
purse, found her makeup, and covered the tear Sains as best she could.

She pulled the Honda back into traffic and headed for the Pyramid again.

A block farther, as she waited a a red light, she redized that she dill had a mystery on her hands.
She was postive that Michad had not done the damage in Danny's bedroom. But then, who had done
it? No one ese had a key. Only a skilled burglar could have broken in without leaving a trace. And why
would a firg-rate burglar leave without taking anything? Why break in merdy to write on Danny's
chalkboard and to wreck the dead boy's things?

Weird.

When she had suspected Michad of doing the dirty work, she had been disturbed and distressed, but
she hadn't been frightened. If some stranger wanted her to fed more pain over the loss of her child,
however, that was definitdy unsettling. That was scary because it didn't make sense. A stranger? It mugt
be. Michadl was the only person who had ever blamed her for Danny's death. Not one other rdative ¢
acquaintance had ever suggested that she was even indi-rectly responsible. Y et the taunting words on the
chakboard and the destruction in the bedroom seemed to be the work of someone who fdt that she
should be held accountable for the accident. Which meant it had to be someone she didn't even know.
Why would a stranger harbor such passionate fedings about Danny's death?

The red traffic light changed.

A horn tooted behind her.

As she drove across the intersection and into the entrance drive that led to the Golden Pyramid
Hotedl, Tina couldn't shake the creepy feding that she was being watched by someone who meant to
harm her. She checked the rearview mirror to seeif she was being followed. As far as she could tdl, no



one was taling her.
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THE THIRD FLOOR OF THE GOLDEN PYRAMID HO-td was occupied by management and
clericd personnd. Here, there was no flagh, no Vegas glamour, This was where the work got done. The
third floor housed the machinery that supported the walls of fantasy, beyond which the tourists gamboled.

Tinds office was large, panded in whitewashed pine, with comfortable contemporary upholgery.
One wal was covered by heavy drapes that blocked out the fierce desert sun. The windows behind the
drapes faced the Las Vegas Strip.

At night the fabled Strip was a dazzling Sght, a surg-ing river of light: red, blue, green, ydlow, purple,
pink, turquoise—every color within the visud spectrum of the human eye incandescent and neon,
fiberoptics and lasers, flashing and rippling. Hundred-foot-long  sgns—five-hundred-foot-long
sgns—towered five or even ten stories above the street, dlittering, winking, thousands of miles of bright
glass tubing filled with glowing gas, blinking, swirl-ing, hundreds of thousands of bulbs, speling out hotel
names, forming pictures with light. Computer-controlled desgns ebbed and flowed, a riotous and
mad—but curi-oudy beautiful—excess of energy consumption.

During the day, however, the merciless sun was unkind to the Strip. In the hard light the enormous
architectural confections were not dways gopeding; a times, in pite of the hillions of dollars of vdue
that it represented, the Strip looked grubby.

The view of the legendary boulevard was wasted on Ting, she didn't often make use of it. Because
she was seldom in her office at night, the drapes were rardy open. This afternoon, as usud, the drapes
were closed. The office was shadowy, and she was at her desk in a pool of soft light.

As Tina pored over a find hill for carpentry work on some of the Magyck! sets, Angda, her
secretary, stepped in from the outer office. "Is there anything more you need before | leave?!

Tinaglanced a her watch. "It's only a quarter to four."

"I know. But we get off at four today—New Y ear's Eve"

"Oh, of course,” Tinasad. "'l completely forgot about the holiday.”

"If you want me to, | could stay alittle longer.”

"No, no, no," Tinasaid. "You go home at four with the others.

"So is there anything more you need?"

Leaning back in her chair, Tinasaid, "Yes. In fact, there is something. A lot of our regular junketeers
and high rollers couldn't make it to the VIP opening of Magyck! I'd like you to get ther names from the
compuiter, plus alig of the wedding anniversaries of those who're married.”

"Can do," Angda sad. "What've you got in mind?'

"During the year, I'm going to send specid invitaions to the married ones, asking them to spend thar
anniversaries here, with everything comped for three days. Well sl it thisway: 'Spend the magic night of
your anniversary in the magic world of Magyck!" Something like that. Well make it very romantic. Well
serve them champagne at the show. Itll be a great promotion, don't you think?' She raised her hands, as
if framing her next words, "The Golden Pyramid—a Magyck! place for lovers™

"The hotel ought to be happy,” Angda said. "WEell get lots of favorable media coverage.”

"The casino bosses will likeit too, 'cause alot of our high rollerswill probably make an extra trip this
year. The average gambler won't cancel other planned trips to Vegas. Hell just add on an extra trip for
hisanniversary. And I'll be happy because the whole stunt will generate more tak about the show.”

"Itsagreat idea"” Angdasaid. "I'll get the lig.”

Tinareturned to her ingpection of the carpenter's hill, and Angda was back at five minutes past four
with thirty pages of data.



"Thank you,” Tinasaid.

"No trouble.”

"Are you shivering?'

"Yegh" Angda said, hugging hersdf. "Mug be a prob-lem with the air conditioning. The last few
minutes—my office got chilly."

"It's warm enough in here” Tinasaid.

"Maybe it's jus me. Maybe I'm coming down with something. | sure hope not. I've got big plans
tonight.”

"Y eah. Big bash over on Rancho Circle”

"Millionaires Row?'

"My boyfriend's boss lives over there. Anyway . . happy new year, Tina"

"Happy new year."

"See you Monday."

"Oh? Oh, yeah, that's right. It's a four-day weekend. Well, just watch out for that hangover."

Angdagrinned. "Ther€'s at least one out there with my name on it.”

Tinafinished checking the carpenter's hill and approved it for payment.

Alone now on the third floor, she sat in the pool of amber light at her desk, surrounded by shadows,
yawning. She'd work for another hour, until five o'clock, and then go home. Sheld need two hours to get
ready for her date with Elliot Stryker.

She amiled when she thought of him, then picked up the sheaf of papers that Angela had given her,
anxious to finish her work.

The hotdl possessed an amazing wedth of information about its most favored customers. If she
needed to know how much money each of these people earned in a year, the computer could tdl her. It
could tel her each man's preferred brand of liquor, each wifés favorite flower and perfume, the make of
car they drove, the names and ages of ther children, the nature of any illnesses or other medica
conditions they might have, ther favorite foods, their favorite colors, ther tastes in musc, ther politica
dfiliations, and scores of other facts both important and trivid. These were customers to whom the hotel
was especidly anxious to cater, and the more the Pyramid knew about them, the better it could serve
them. Although the hotd collected this data with, for the mog part, the customers happiness in mind,
Tina wondered how pleased these people would be to learn that the Golden Pyramid maintained fat
dossers on them.

She scanned the lig of VIP customers who hadn't attended the opening of Magyck! Usng a red
pencil, she circled those names that were followed by anniversary dates, trying to ascertain how large a
promotion she was proposing. She had counted only twenty-two names when she came to an incredible
message that the computer had inserted in the li.

Her chest tightened. She couldn't breathe.

She stared at what the computer had printed, and fear weled in her—dark, cold, aily fear.

Between the names of two high rollers were five lines of type tha had nothing to do with the
information she had requested:

NOT DEAD
NOT DEAD
NOT DEAD
NOT DEAD
NOT DEAD

The paper rattled as her hands began to shake.

Firg a& home. In Danny’s bedroom. Now here. Who was doing thisto her?
Angda?

No. Absurd.



Angdawas a sweset kid. She wasn't capable of anything as vicious as this. Angda hadn't noticed this
interruption in the printout because she hadn't had time to scan it.

Besdes, Angda couldn't have broken into the house. Angelawasn't a master burglar, for God's sake.

Tinaquickly shuffled through the pages, seeking more of the Sck prankster's work. She found it after
another twenty-Sx names.

DANNY ALIVE
DANNY ALIVE
HELP

HELP

HELP ME

Her heart seemed to be pumping a refrigerant instead of blood, and an iciness radiated fromiit.

Suddenly she was aware of how aone she was. More likdy than not, she was the only person on the
entire third floor.

She thought of the manin her nightmare, the man in black whose face had been lumpy with maggots,
and the shadows in the comer of her office seemed darker and deeper than they had been a moment ago.

She scanned another forty names and cringed when she saw what €se the computer had printed.

I'M AFRAID

I'M AFRAID

GET ME OUT

GET ME OUT OF HERE
HELPHELPHELPHELP

That was the lagt disturbing insertion. The remainder of the lig was as it should be.

Tinathrew the printout on the floor and went into the outer office.

Angda had turned the light off. Tina turned it on.

She went to Angelas desk, sat in her chair, and switched on the computer. The screen filled with a
oft blue light.

In the locked center drawer of the desk was a book with the code numbers that permitted access to
the sengtive information stored not on diskette but only in the centrd memory. Tina paged through the
book until she found the code that she needed to cdl up thelig of the hotel's best customers. The number
was 1001012, identified as the access for "Comps" which meant "complimentary guests” a euphemism
for "big losars” who were never asked to pay ther room charges or restaurant hills because they
routindy dropped smdl fortunesin the casino.

Tinatyped her persona access number—E013331555. Because so much materid in the hotd's files
was extremdy confidentid information about high rollers, and because the Pyramid's lig of favored
customers would be of enormous vaue to competitors, only approved people could obtain this data, and
arecord was kept of everyone who accessed it. After a moment's hegtation the computer asked for her
name she entered that, and the computer matched her number and name. Then:

CLEARED
She typed in the code for the lis of complimentary guests, and the machine responded at once.
PROCEED

Her fingers were damp. She wiped them on her dacks and then quickly tapped out her request. She



asked the computer for the same informetion that Angela had requested a while ago. The names and
addresses of VIP customers who had missed the opening of Magyck! —dong with the wedding
anniversies of those who were maried—began to appear on the screen, salling upward.
Smultaneoudy the laser printer began to churn out the same data.

Tina snatched each page from the printer tray as it arrived. The laser whispered through twenty
names, forty, sixty, seventy, without producing the lines about Danny that had been on the fird printout.
Tinawaited until at least a hundred names had been listed before she decided that the system had been
programmed to print the lines about Danny only one time, only on her office's firs data request of the
afternoon, and on no later cal-up.

She cancdled this data request and closed out the file The printer stopped.

Jugt a couple of hours ago she had concluded that the person behind this harassment had to be a
stranger. But how could any stranger so eesly gain entrance to both her house and the hotd computer?
Didn' he, after dl, have to be someone she knew?

But who?

And why?

What stranger could possibly hate her so much?

Fear, like an uncailing snake, twisted and dithered indde of her, and she shivered.

Then she redized it wasn't only fear that made her quiver. The ar was chilly.

She remembered the complaint that Angela had made earlier. It hadn't seemed important at the time.

But the room had been warm when Tina had firsd come in to use the computer, and now it was cool.
How could the temperature have dropped so far in such a short time? She lisened for the sound of the
ar conditioner, but the tdltae whisper wasn't issLing from the wal vents. Never-theless, the room was
much cooler than it had been only minutes ago.

With a sharp, loud, dectronic snap that startled Tina, the computer abruptly began to churn out
additiona data, dthough she hadn't requested any. She glanced at the printer, then a the words tha
flickered across the screen.

NOT DEAD NOT DEAD
NOT DEAD NOT DEAD
NOT IN THE GROUND

NOT DEAD

GET ME OUT OF HERE
GET ME OUT OUT OUT

The message blinked and vanished from the screen. The printer fl slent.

The room was growing colder by the second.

Or wasit her imagination?

She had the crazy feding that she wasn't done. The man in black. Even though he was only a
creature from a nightmare, and even though it was utterly impossible for him to be here in the flesh, she
couldnt shake the heart-clenching feding that he was in the room. The man in black. The man with the
evil, fiery eyes. The yelow-toothed grin. Behind her. Reaching toward her with a hand that would be
cold and damp. She soun around in her chair, but no one had come into the room.

Of course. He was only a nightmare monster. How stupid of her.

Y e shefdt that she was not done.

She didn't want to look at the screen again, but she did. She had to.

The words il burned there.

Then they disappeared.

She managed to bresk the grip of fear that had pardyzed her, and she put her fingars on the
keyboard. She intended to determine if the words about Danny had been previoudy programmed to print
out on her machine or if they had been sent to her just seconds ago by someone a another computer in
another officein the hotel's eaborately networked series of workstations.



She had an dmog psychic sense that the perpetrator of this viciousness was in the building now,
perhaps on the third floor with her. She imagined hersdlf leaving her office, waking down the long
hallway, opening doors, peering into Slent, deserted offices, until & last she found a man Stting at another
termind. He would turn toward her, surprised, and she would findly know who he was.

And then what?

Would he harm her? Kill her?

Thiswas a new thought: the possibility that his ultimate goa was to do something worse than torment
and scare her.

She hesitated, fingers on the keyboard, not certain if she should proceed. She probably wouldn't get
the answers she needed, and she would only be acknowledging her presence to whomever might be out
there a another workstation. Then she redlized that, if he redly was nearby, he aready knew she was in
her office, done. She had nothing to lose by trying to follow the data chain. But when she attempted to
type in her indruction, the keyboard was locked; the keys wouldn't depress.

The printer hummed.

The room was postively arctic.

On the screen, sorolling up:

I'M COLD AND | HURT
MOM? CAN YOU HEAR?
I'M SO COLD

| HURT BAD

GET ME OUT OF HERE
PLEASE PLEASE PLEASE
NOT DEAD NOT DEAD

The screen glowed with those words—then went blank.

Again, shetried to feed in her questions. But the keyboard remained frozen.

She was dill aware of another presence in the room. Indeed the feding of invisble and dangerous
companion-ship was growing stronger as the room grew colder.

How could he make the room colder without using the ar conditioner? Whoever he was, he could
override her com-puter from another termind in the building; she could accept that. But how could he
possbly make the air grow so cold so fast?

Suddenly, as the screen began to fill with the same saventline message that had just been wiped from
it, Tina had enough. She switched the machine off, and the blue glow faded from the screen.

As she was getting up from the low chair, the termind switched itsdf on.

I'M COLD AND | HURT
GET ME OUT OF HERE
PLEASE PLEASE PLEASE

"Get you out of where?' she demanded. "The grave?”
GET ME OUT OUT OUT
She had to get a grip on hersdlf. She had just spoken to the computer as if she actudly thought she
was taking to Danny. It wasn't Danny tapping out those words. Goddamn it, Danny was dead!

She snapped the computer off.
It turned itsdf on.



A hot wdling of tears blurred her vison, and she struggled to repress them. She had to be losng her
mind. The damned thing couldn't be switching itsdf on.

She hurried around the desk, banging her hip againgt one corner, heading for the wal socket as the
printer hummed with the production of more hateful words.

GET ME OUT OF HERE

GET ME OUT OUT
ouT
ouT

Tina stooped beside the wdl outlet from which the com-puter received its dectrical power and its
data feed. She took hold of the two lines—one heavy cable and one ordinary insulated wire—and they
seemed to come dive in her hands, like a pair of snakes, ressing her. She jerked on them and pulled
both plugs.

The monitor went dark.

It remained dark.

Immediatdly, rapidly, the room began to grow warmer.

"Thank God," she said shakily.

She started around Angdlds desk, wanting nothing more a the moment than to get off her rubbery
legs and onto a chair—and suddenly the door to the hal opened, and she cried out in darm.

The man in black?

Hliot Stryker hated on the threshold, surprised by her scream, and for an indant she was rdlieved to
seehim.

"Tina? What's wrong? Are you dl right?'

She took a step toward him, but then she redized that he might have come here draight from a
computer in one of the other third-floor offices. Could he be the man who'd been harassing her?

"Tina? My God, you're white as a ghost!"

He moved toward her.

She sad, "Stop! Wat!"

He hdted, perplexed.

Voice quavery, she said, "What are you doing here?"

He blinked. "I wasin the hotdl on business. | wondered if you might sill be at your desk. | stopped in
to see. | just wanted to say hdlo.”

"Were you playing around with one of the other comput-ers?’

"Wha?' he asked, obvioudy baffled by her question.

"What were you doing on the third floor?" she demanded. "Who could you possibly have been
seeing? They've dl gone home. I'm the only one here.”

Sill puzzled but beginning to get impatient with her, Elliat said, "My business wasn't on the third floor.
| had a medting with Charlie Mainway over coffee, downgairs in the restaurant. When we finished our
work a couple minutes ago, | came up to seeif you were here. What's wrong with you?'

She stared at him intently.

"Tina? What's happened?'

She searched his face for any sgn that he was lying, but his bewilderment seemed genuine. And if he
were lying, he wouldn't have told her the story about Charlie and coffee, for that could be substantiated
or disproved with only aminimum of effort; he would have come up with a better dibi if he redly needed
one. He was tdling the truth.

Shesad, "I'msorry. ljust. ..l had...an... an experience here. . . aweird . . "

He went to her. "What was it?'

As he drew near, he opened hisarms, as if it was the mogt naturd thing in the world for him to hold
and comfort her, asif he had held her many times before, and she leaned againg him in the same pirit of
familiarity. She was no longer aone.
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TINA KEPT A WELL-STOCKED BAR IN ONE CORNER OF her office for those infrequent
occasions when a business associate needed a drink after a long work sesson. This was the firg time
shed ever had the need to tap those stores for hersdlf.

At her request, Hlliot poured Rémy Martin into two snifters and gave one glass to her. She couldn't
pour for them because her hands were shaking too badly.

They sat on the beige sofa, more in the shadows than in the glow from the lamps. She was forced to
hold her brandy snifter in both hands to keep it steadly.

"I don't know where to begin. | guess | ought to start with Danny. Do you know about Danny?"

"Your son?' he asked.

"Yes"

"Hden Manway told me he died alittle over a year ago.”

"Did she tdl you how it happened?’

"He was one of the Jaborski group. Front page of the papers.”

Bill Jaborski had been a wilderness expert and a scout-master. Every winter for Sixteen years, he had
taken a group of scouts to northern Nevada, beyond Reno, into the High Serras, on a seven-day
wilderness survival excursion.

"It was supposed to build character,” Tinasaid. "And the boys competed hard dl year for the chance
to be one of those sdected to go on the trip. It was supposed to be pefectly safe. Bill Jaborski was
supposed to be one of the ten top winter-surviva expertsin the country. That's what everyone said. And
the other adult who went aong, Tom Lincoln—he was supposed to be dmog as good as Bill. Supposed
to be" Her voice had grown thin and bitter. "I believed them, thought it was safe.”

"You can't blame yoursdf for that. All those years they'd taken kids into the mountains, nobody was
even scratched.”

Tina swallowed some cognac. It was hot in her throat, but it didn't burn away the chill at the center of
her.

A year ago Jaborski's excursgon had included fourteen boys between the ages of twelve and eighteen.
All of them were top-notch scouts—and dl of them died dong with Jaborski and Tom Lincoln.

"Have the authorities ever figured out exactly why it happened?' Elliot asked.

"Not why. They never will. All they know is how. The group went into the mountains in a
four-whed-drive mini-bus built for use on back roads in the winter. Huge tires. Chains. Even a snowplow
on the front. They weren't supposed to go into the true heart of the wilderness. Just into the fringes. No
onein hisright mind would take boys as young as twelve into the deepest parts of the Sierras, no matter
how wdl prepared, supplied, and trained they were, no matter how strong, no matter how many big
brothers were there to look out for them.”

Jaborski had intended to drive the minibus off the main highway, onto an old logging trail, if conditions
permitted. From there they were going to hike for three days with snowshoes and backpacks, making a
wide circle around the bus, coming back to it a the end of the week.

"They had the best wilderness dothing and the best down-lined degping bags, the best winter tents,
plenty of charcoad and other heat sources, plenty of food, and two wilderness experts to guide them.
Perfectly safe, everyone said. Absolutely, perfectly safe. So what the fuck went wrong?!

Tinacould no longer st Hill. She got up and began to pace, taking another svalow of cognac.

Hliot said nothing. He seemed to know that she had to go through the whole story to get it off her
mind.

"Something sure as hdl went wrong,” she said. "Some-how, for some reason, they drove the bus



more than four miles off the man highway, four miles off and a hdl of a long way up, right up to the
damn clouds. They drove up a steep, abandoned logging trail, a deteriorated dirt road so treacherous, so
choked with snow, so icy that only afool would have attempted to negotiate it any way but on foot."

The bus had run off the road. There were no guardrails in the wilderness, no wide shoulders at the
roadside with gentle dopes beyond. The vehide skidded, then dropped a hundred feet draght onto
rocks. The fud tank exploded. The bus opened like a tin can and rolled another hundred feet into the
trees.

"Thekids. . . everyone. . . killed." The bitternessin her voice dismayed her because it revealed how
little she had hedled. "Why? Why did aman like Bill Jaborski do something so stupid as that?"

Sl gtting on the couch, Elliot shook his head and stared down at his cognac.

She didn't expect him to answer. She wasn't actudly asking the question of him; if she was asking
anyone, she was asking God.

"Why? Jaborski was the best. The very best. He was so good that he could safely take young boys
into the Sierras for Sxteen years, a chdlenge a lot of other winter survival experts wouldnt touch. Bill
Jaborski was smart, tough, clever, and filled with respect for the danger in what he did. He waan't
foolhardy. Why would he do something so dumb, so reckless, as to drive that far dong that road in those
conditions?’

Blliat looked up at her. Kindness marked his eyes, a deep sympathy. "Youll probably never learn the
answer. | understand how hard it must be never to know why."

"Hard," she said. "Very hard."

She returned to the couch.

He took her glass out of her hand. It was empty. She didn't remember finishing her cognac. He went
to the bar.

"No more for me" she said. "'l don't want to get drunk.”

"Nonsense" he said. "In your condition, throwing off dl that nervous energy the way you are, two
amdl brandies won't affect you in the dightest.”

He returned from the bar with more Rémy Martin. This time she was able to hold the glass in one
hand.

"Thank you, Hlliat."

"Jud don't ask for a mixed drink,” he said. "I'm the world's worst bartender. | can pour anything
draight or over ice, but | can't even mix vodka and orange juice properly.”

"l wasn't thanking you for the drink. | was thanking you for ... being a good listener.”

"Mog attorneys talk too much.”

For amoment they sat in Slence, Spping cognac.

Tinawas il tense, but she no longer fdt cold insde.

Hliot said, "Losng achild likethat . . . devastating. But it wasn't any recollection of your son that had
you so upset when | walked in alittle while ago.”

"Inaway it was"

"But something more.”

She told him about the bizarre things that had been hgppening to her lady: the messages on Danny's
chalk-board; the wreckage she'd found in the boy's room; the hateful, taunting words that appeared in
the computer ligs and on the monitor.

Hliot studied the printouts, and together they examined the computer in Angelas office. They plugged
it in and tried to get it to repeat what it had done earlier, but they had no luck; the machine behaved
exactly as it was meant to behave.

"Someone could have programmed it to spew out this Suff about Danny,” Elliot said. "But | don't see
how he could make the termind switch itsdf on.”

"It happened,” she said.

"I don't doubt you. | just don't understand.”

"Andthear ... socold. . ."

"Could the temperature change have been subjective?"



Tinafrowned. "Are you asking meif | imagined it?'

"You were frightened—"

"But I'm sure | didn't imegine it. Angda fdt the chill first, when she got the initid printout with those
lines about Danny. It isn't likdy Angdaand | both just imagined it."

"True" He stared thoughtfully a the computer. "Come on.”

"Where?'

"Back in your office. | left my drink there. Need to lubricate my thoughts.”

She followed him into the wood-paneled inner sanctum.

He picked up his brandy snifter from the low table in front of the sofa, and he sat on the edge of her
desk. "Whao? Who could be doing it to you?'

"l haven't aclue”

"You mugt have somebody in mind."

"l wish | did."

"Obvioudy, it's somebody who at the very least didikes you, if he doesn't actudly hate you. Someone
who wants you to suffer. He blames you for Danny's deeth . . . and it's apparently a persond 10ss to him,
S0 it can hardly be a stranger.”

Tinawas disturbed by his anadlysis because it matched her own, and it led her into the same blind dley
that sheld traveled before. She paced between the desk and the drapery-covered windows. "This
afternoon | decided it has to be a stranger. | can't think of anyone | know who'd be capable of this sort
of thing even if they did hate me enough to contemplate it. And | don't know of anyone but Michad who
places any of the blame for Danny's death on me."

Hlliot raised his eyebrows. "Miched's your ex-husband?”

"Yes"

"And he blames you for Danny's degth?"

"He says | never should have let im go with Jaborski. But thisisnt Michad's dirty work.”

"He sounds like an excdlent candidate to me."

"No."

"Areyou certan?'

"Absolutely. It's someone e

Hlliot tasted his cognac. "Youll probably need profes-sond help to catch himin one of histricks.”

"Y ou mean the police?'

"I don't think the police would be much help. They probably won't think it's serious enough to waste
their time. After dl, you haven't been threstened.”

"There's an impliat threat indl of this"

"Oh, yeah, | agree. It's scary. But the cops are aliterd bunch, not much impressed by implied thresats.
Besides, to properly watch your house . . . that done will require a lot more manpower than the police
can spare for anything except a murder case, a hot kidnapping, or maybe a narcotics invesigation.”

She stopped pacing. "Then what did you mean when you said 1'd probably need professond help to
catch this creep?”

"Private detectives."

"lgn't that melodramatic?'

He amiled sourly. "Well, the person who's harassng you has a melodramétic streak amilewide."

She sghed and sipped some cognac and sat on the edge of the couch. "I don't know . . . Maybe I'd
hire private detectives, and they wouldn't catch anyone but me.”

"Send that one by me again.”

She had to take another smdl sip of cognac before she was able to say what was on her mind, and
she redized that he had been right about the liquor having little effect on her. She fdt more relaxed than
sheld been ten minutes ago, but she wasn't even dightly tipsy. "It's occurred to me . . . maybe | wrote
those words on the chalkboard. Maybe / wrecked Danny's room."

"Youvelog me"

"Could have doneitinmy deep.”



"That's ridiculous, Tina"

"Isit? | thought 1'd begun to get over Danny's death back in September. | started deeping wel then. |
didn't dwell on it when | was done, like I'd done for so long. | thought 1'd put the worst pain behind me.
But a month ago | started dreaming about Danny again. The first week, it happened twice. The second
week, four nights. And the past two weeks, I've dreamed about him every night without fall. The dreams
get worse dl the time. They're full-fledged nightmares now.”

Hliot returned to the couch and sat beside her. "What are they like?'

"I dream he's dive, trapped somewhere, usudly in a deep pit or a gorge or a wel, someplace
underground. He's cdling to me, begging me to save him. But | can't. I'm never able to reach him. Then
the earth starts dosing in around him, and | wake up screaming, soaked with sweat. And | ... | dways
have this powerful feding that Danny it redly dead. It never lags for long, but when | fird wake up,
I'm sure he's dive somewhere. You see, I've convinced my conscious mind that my boy is dead, but
when [m adeep it's my subconscious mind that'sin charge; and my subconscious just isn't convinced that
Danny's gone."

"So you think you're—what, degpwaking? In your deep, you're writing a regjection of Danny's deeth
on his chalkboard?'

"Dont you believe that's possible?"

"No. Well . . . maybe. | guessitis" Eliot sad. "I'm no psychologist. But | don't buy it. I'l admit |
don't know you dl that well yet, but | think | know you wel enough to say you wouldn't react that way.
You're a person who meets problems head-on. If your inability to accept Danny's death was a serious
problem, you wouldn't push it down into your subconscious. You'd learn to ded withiit.”

She amiiled. "Y ou have a pretty high opinion of me”

"Yes" hesad. "l do. Besides, if it was you who wrote on the chalkboard and smashed things in the
boy's room, then it was dso you who camein here during the night and programmed the hotel computer
to spew out that suff about Danny. Do you redly think you're so far gone that you could do something
like that and not remember it? Do you think you've got multiple persondities and one doesn't know what
the others are up to?'

She sank back on the sofa, douched down. "No."

"So where does that leave us?'

"Don't despair. We're meking progress.”

"We are?'

"Sure" he said. "We're diminaing possbilities. Weve just crossed you off the lis of suspects. And
Michad. And I'm pogtive it can't be a stranger, which rules out most of the world.”

"And I'm judt as pogtiveit isn't afriend or ardative. So you know where that leaves me?'

"Where?'

She leaned forward, put her brandy snifter on the table, and for a moment sat with her face in her
hands.

"Ting?'

Shelifted her head. "I'm judt trying to think how best to phrase what's on my mind. It's a wild idea.
Ludicrous. Probably even sck.”

"I'm not gaing to think you're nuts," Elliot assured her. "What isit? Tdl me"

She hesitated, trying to hear how it was going to sound before she sad it, wondering if she redly
believed it enough even to give voice to it. The posshbility of what she was going to suggest was remote.

At lagt shejust plunged into it: "What I'm thinking . . . maybe Danny is dive"

Hlliot cocked his head, studied her with those probing, dark eyes. "Alive?'

"I never saw his body."

"You didn't? Why not?'

"The coroner and undertaker said it was in terrible condition, horribly mutilated. They didn't think it
was a good idea for me or Michad to see it Neither of us would have been anxious to view the body
even if it had been in perfect shape, sO we accepted the mortician's recommendations. It was a



closed-coffin funerd.”

"How did the authorities identify the body?"

"They asked for pictures of Danny. But mainly | think they used dentd records.”

"Dentd records are dmogt as good as fingerprints.”

"Almog. But maybe Danny didn't diein that accident. Maybe he survived. Maybe someone out there
knows where he is. Maybe that someone is trying to tdl me that Danny is dive. Maybe there isnt any
threet in these strange things happening to me. Maybe someone's just dropping a series of hints, trying to
wake me up to the fact that Danny isn't dead.”

"Too many maybes," he said.

"Maybe not."

Hliot put his hand on her shoulder and squeezed gently.

"Ting, you know this theory doesn't make sense. Danny is dead.”

"See? You do think I'm crazy."

"No. | think you're distraught, and that's understand-able.”

"Wont you even consder the possbility that he's dive?!

"How could he be?"

"l don't know."

"How could he have survived the accident you de-scribed?’ Elliot asked.

"l don't know."

"And where would he have been dl thistimeif not . . . in the grave?'

"I don't know that, ether.”

"If he were dive" Hlliot sad patiently, "someone would sSmply come and tdl you. They wouldn't be
this mysterious about it, would they?'

"Maybe"

Aware that her answer had disappointed him, she looked down a her hands, which were laced
together so tightly that her knuckles were white.

Hlliot touched her face, turning it gently toward him.

His beautiful, expressive eyes seemed to be filled with concern for her.

"Ting, you know there isnt any maybe about it. You know better than that. If Danny were dive, and
if Someone were trying to get that news to you, it wouldn't be done like this, not with dl these dramatic
hints. Am | right?*

"Probably."

"Danny is gone."

She sad nothing.

"If you convince yoursdlf he's dive" Hlliot said, "you're only setting yoursdlf up for another fdl.”

She stared deeply into his eyes. Eventudly she Sghed and nodded. "Y ou're right.”

"Danny's gone."

"Yes" she sad thinly.

"You're redly convinced of that?'

"Yes"

Tinagot up from the couch, went to the window, and pulled open the drapes. She had a sudden urge
to see the Strip. After so much talk about death, she needed a glimpse of movement, action, life and
dthough the Strip sometimes was grubby in the flat glare of the desert sun, the boulevard was dways,
day or night, bustling and filled with life.

Now the early winter dusk settled over the city. In waves of dazzling color, millions of lights winked
on in the enormous sgns. Hundreds of cars progressed duggishly through the busy street, taxicabs
darting in and out, reck-lesdy seeking any amdl advantage. Crowds streamed dong the sdewalks, on
their way from this casino to that casino, from one lounge to another, from one show to the next.

Tinaturned to Hlliot again. "You know what | want to do?'

"What?"



"Reopen the grave.”

"Have Danny's body exhumed?'

"Yes | never saw him. That's why I'm having such a hard time accepting that he's gone. That's why
I'm having nightmares. If 1'd seen the body, then I'd have known for sure. | wouldnt be able to fantasize
about Danny 4ill being dive

"But the condition of the corpse . . ."

" don't care" she said.

Hliot frowned, not convinced of the wisdom of exhumartion. "The body's in an artight casket, but itll
be even more deteriorated now than it was a year ago when they recom-mended you not look &t it."

"I've got to see.”

"Youd be leting yoursdf in for a horrible—"

"That's the ideg," she said quickly. "Shock. A powerful shock trestment that'l findly blow away Al
my lingering doubts. If | see Danny's . . . remains, | won't be able to entertain any more doubts. The
nightmareswill stop.”

"Perhaps. Or perhaps youll wind up with even worse dreams.”

She shook her head. "Nothing could be worse than the ones I'm having now."

"Of course” he said, "exhumation of the body won't answer the main question. It won't hep you
discover who's been harassng you."

"It might,” Tina said. "Whoever the creep is, whatever his mativations are, he's not well-balanced.
He's one sort of sckie or another. Right? Who knows what might make a person like that reved himsdf?
If he finds out ther€'s going to be an exhumation, maybe hell react strongly, give hmsdf away. Anything's
possble”

"I suppose you could be right.”

"Anyway," she said, "even if reopening the grave doesn't hdp me find who's respongble for these
sck jokes—or whatever the hdl they are—at least itll settle my mind about Danny. Thatll improve my
psychologica condition for sure, and I'll be better able to ded with the creep, whoever heis. So itll work
out for the best ether way." She returned from the window, sat on the couch again, beside Eliot. "I'll
need an attorney to handle this, won't 17"

"The exhumation? Y eah."

"Will you represent me?'

He didn't hesitate. "Sure.”

"How difficult will it be?'

"W, there's no urgent legd reason to have the body exhumed. | mean, there isn't any doubt about
the cause of death, no court trid hinging on a new coroner's report. If that were the Stuation, we'd have
the grave opened very quickly. But even so, this shouldnt be teribly difficult. Il play up the
mother-suffering-distress angle, and the court ought to be sympathetic.”

"Have you ever handled anything like this before?"

"In fact, 1 have" Hlliot said. "Fve years ago. This eight-year-old girl died unexpectantly of a
congenitd kid-ney disease. Both kidneys falled virtudly overnight. One day she was a happy, normd kid.
The next day she seemed to have a touch of flu, and the third day she was dead. Her mother was
shattered, couldnt bear to view the body, though the daughter hadnt suffered substantia physica
damage, the way Danny did. The mother wasn't even able to attend the service. A couple weeks after
the little gil was buried, the mother started feding guilty about not paying her last respects.”

Remembering her own ordedl, Tinasaid, "I know. Oh, | know how it is"

"The guilt eventudly developed into serious emationd problems. Because the mother hadn't seen the
body in the funerd home, she just couldnt bring hersdf to believe her daughter was redly dead. Her
inghility to accept the truth was a lot worse than yours. She was hysericd mog of the time, in a
dow-motion breskdown. | aranged to have the grave reopened. In the course of preparing the
exhumation request for the authorities, | discovered that my dient's reaction was typica. Apparently,
when a child dies, one of the worst things a parent can do isrefuse to look at the body whileit's lying in a
casket. You need to spend timewith the deceased, enough to accept that the body is never going to be



animated again.”

"Was your dient heped by exhumation?"

"Oh, yes. Enormoudy.”

"You see?!

"But don't forget," Elliot said, "her daughter's body wasn't mutilated.”

Tinanodded grimly.

"And we reopened the grave only two months after the funerd, not awhole year later. The body was
dill in pretty good condition. But with Danny . . . it won't be that way."

"I'm aware of that,” she said. "God knows, I'm not happy about this, but I'm convinced it's something
I've got to do."

"Okay. I'll take care of it."

"How long will you need?" she asked.

"Wl your husband contest it?"

She recdled the hatred in Miched's face when sheld Ieft him a few hours ago. "Yes. He probably
will."

Hlliot carried their empty brandy glasses to the bar in the corner and switched on the light above the
gnk. "If your hushand's likdly to cause trouble, then well move fast and without fanfare. If were clever,
he won't know what were doing until the exhumation is a fait accompli. Tomorrow's a holiday, so we
can't get anything done offidaly until Friday."

"Probably not even then, what with the four-day week-end."

Hliot found the bottle of liquid soap and the dishcloth that were stored under the snk. "Ordinarily 1'd
sy we'd have to wait until Monday. But it happens | know a very reasonable judge. Harold Kennebeck.
We served in Army Intdligence together. He was my senior officer. If I—"

"Army Intelligence? Y ou were a py?'

"Nothing as grand as that. No trench coats. No skulking about in dark dleys”

"Karate, cyanide capsules, that sort of quff?' she asked.

"Wdl, I've had alot of martid artstraining. | gill work at that a couple of days a week because it's a
good way to keep in shape. Redlly, though, it wasn't like what you see in the movies. No James Bond
cars with machine guns hidden behind the headlights. It was mostly dull information gathering.”

"Somehow,” she said, "l get the feding it was consider-ably more . . . interegting than you make it out
to be"

"Nope. Document anayss, tedious interpretation of sat-€llite reconnaissance photographs, that sort
of thing. Boring as hdl mogt of the time. Anyway, Judge Kennebeck and | go back a long way. We
respect each other, and I'm sure hell do something for me if he can. Il be sseing him tomorrow
afternoon & a New Year's Day party. I'll discuss the Stuation with him. Maybe hell be willing to dip into
the courthouse long enough on Friday to review my exhumation request and rule on it. Hed only need a
few minutes. Then we could open the grave early Saturday.”

Tina went to the bar and sat on one of the three stools, across the counter from Elliot. "The sooner
the better. Now that 1've made up my mind to do it, I'm anxious to get it over with."

"That's understandable. And there's another advantage in doing it this weekend. If we move fadt, it
isnt likdy Michad will find out what we're up to. Evenif he does somehow get a whiff of it, hell have to
locate another judge wholl be willing to stay or vacate the exhumation order.”

"You think hell be able to do that?"

"No. That's my point. There won't be many judges around over the holiday. Those on duty will be
swamped with arragnments and ball hearings for drunken drivers and for people involved in drunken
assaults. Most likdy, Michael won't be able to get hold of a judge until Monday morning, and by then itll
be too lae"

"That'smy middle name." He finished washing the first brandy snifter, rinsed it in hot water, and put it
inthe drainage rack to dry.

"Hliot Sneaky Stryker," she said.



He amiled. "At your service.”

"I'm glad you're my attorney."

"W, let's seeif | can actudly pull it off."

"You can. Youre the kind of person who meets every problem head-on."

"You have a pretty high opinion of me" he said, repesting what she had said to him eaxrlier.

She gmiled. "Yes, | do."

All the talk about death and fear and madness and pain seemed to have taken place further back in
the past than a mere few seconds ago. They wanted to have alittle fun during the evening that lay ahead,
and now they began putting themsdvesin the mood for it.

AsHliat rinsad the second snifter and placed it in the rack, Tinasaid, "You do that very wel."

"But | don't wash windows"

"I like to see aman being dometic.”

"Then you should see me cook."

"You cook?'

"Like adream.”

"What's your best dish?'

"Bverything | make."

"Obvioudy, you don't make humble pie.”

"Evay great chef must be an egomaniac when it comes to his culinary art. He must be totaly secure
inhis estimation of his tentsif heisto function wel in the kitchen."

"What if you cooked something for me, and | didn't like it?'

"Then I'd eat your sarving aswdl as mine™

"And what would | eat?'

"Your heart out."

After so many months of sorrow, how good it fdt to be sharing an evening with an attractive and
amusng man.

Hlliot put away the diswashing liquid and the wet dishcloth. As he dried his hands on the towd, he
sad, "Why don't we forget about going out to dinner? Let me cook for you instead.”

"On such short notice?"

"I don't need much time to plan amed. I'm awhiz. Besides, you can hep by doing the drudgery, like
deaning the vegetables and chopping the onions.”

"I should go home and freshen up,” she said.

"Y ou're dready too fresh for me”

"My car—"

"You can driveit. Follow me to my place”

They turned out the lights and |eft the room, dosing the door after them.

Asthey crossed the reception area on their way toward the hdl, Tina glanced nervoudy a Angelas
computer. She was afraid it was going to click on again, dl by itsdf.

But she and Ellict left the outer office, flicking off the lights as they went, and the computer remained
dark and slent.

14

ELLIOT STRYKER LIVED IN A LARGE, PLEASANT, contemporary house overlooking the golf
course a the Las Vegas Country Club. The rooms were warm, inviting, decorated in earth tones, with J.
Robert Scott furniture complemented by a few antique pieces, and richly textured Edward Fields carpets.
He owned a fine callection of paintings by Eyvind Earle, Jason Williamson, Larry W. Dyke, Charlotte



Armgrong, Carl J. Smith, and other artists who made their homes in the western United States and who
usudly took their subject matter from ether the old or the new West.

As he showed her through the house, he was eager to hear her reaction to it, and she didn't make him
wait long.

"It's beautiful," she said. "Stunning. Who was your interior decorator?”

"Youre looking a him."

"Redly?'

"When | was poor, | looked forward to the day when I'd have a lovely home full of beautiful things,
dl arranged by the very best interior decorator. Then, when | had the money, | didn't want some stranger
furnishing it for me. | wanted to have dl the fun mysdf. Nancy, my late wife, and | decorated our first
home. The project became a vocation for her, and | spent nearly as much time on it as | did on my legd
practice. The two of us haunted furniture stores from Vegas to Los Angdes to San Francisco, antique
shops, gdleries, everything from flea markets to the most expen-sve stores we could find. We had a
damn good time. And when she died . . . | discovered | couldn't learn to cope with the lossif | stayed in
a place that was so crowded with memories of her. For five or sx months | was an emotiond wreck
because every object in the house reminded me of Nancy. Findly | took a fev mementos, a dozen
pieces by which I'll dways remember her, and | moved out, sold the house, bought this one, and started
decorating dl over agan.”

"l didn't redlize you'd logt your wife" Tina said. "I mean, | thought it must have been a divorce or
something.”

"She passed away three years ago.”

"What happened?’

"Cancer."

"I'm so sorry, Elliot."

"At least it was fast. Pancregtic cancer, exceedingly virulent. She was gone two months after they
diagnosed it.”

"Were you married long?'

"Tweve years."

She put a hand on hisarm. "Twelve years leaves a big hole in the heart.”

He redlized they had even more in common than he had thought. "That's right. You had Danny for
nearly twelve years."

"With me, of course, it's only been little more than a year snce I've been aone. With you, it's been
three years. Maybe you cantdl me. . ."

"What?"

"Doesit ever op?" she asked.

"The hurting?'

"Yes"

"So far it hasn't. Maybe it will after four years. Or five. Or ten. It doesn't hurt as bad now as it once
did. And the ache isn't congtant anymore. But ill there are momentswhen . . "

He showed her through the rest of the house, which she wanted to see. Her dbility to create a Sylish
gage show was not a fluke she had taste and a sharp eye that indantly knew the difference between
prettiness and genuine beauty, be-tween cleverness and art. He enjoyed discussing antiques and paintings
with her, and an hour passed in what seemed to be only ten minutes

The tour ended in the enormous kitchen, which boasted a copper cdling, a Santa Fe tile floor, and
restaurant-quaity equipment. She checked the wak-in cooler, inspected the yard-square grill, the
griddle, the two Wolf ranges, the microwave, and the array of labor-saving appliances. "Youve spent a
grdl fortune here. | guess your law practice isn't just another Vegas divorce mill."

Hliot grinned. "I'm one of the founding partners of Stryker, West, Dwyer, Coffey, and Nichals,
We're one of the largest law firmsin town. | can't take awhole lot of credit for that. We were lucky. We
were in the right place a the right time. Owen West and | opened for business in a chegp storefront
office twelve years ago, right at the start of the biggest boom this town has ever seen. We represented



some people no one else would touch, entrepreneurs who had a lot of good ideas but not much money
for gart-up legd fees. Some of our dients made smart moves and were carried right to the top by the
explosve growth of the gaming industry and the Vegas red-estate market, and we just sort of shot up
there dong with them, hanging on to ther coattails.”

"Interesting,” Tina said.

"Itis?'

"You are"

"l am?'

"Y ou're SO modest about having built a solendid law practice, yet you're an egomaniac when it comes
to your cooking."

He laughed. "That's because I'm a better cook than attorney. Listen, why don't you mix us a couple
of drinkswhile | change out of this suit. I'll be back in five minutes, and then youll see how a true culinary
genius operates.”

"If it doesn't work out, we can dways jump in the car and go to McDonad's for a hamburger.”

"Philigine™

"Thar hamburgers are hard to best.”

"Il make you et crow."

"How do you cook it?"

"Very funny.”

"Wl if you cook it very funny, | don't know if | want to est it."

"If I did cook crow," he sad, "it would be ddicious. You would eat every scrap of it, lick your
fingers, and beg for more.”

Her amile was so lovdy that he could have stood there dl evening, just Saring at the sweet curve of
her lips

Hliot was amused by the effect that Tina had on him. He could not remember ever having been hdf
s0 dumsy in the kitchen as he was this evening. He dropped spoons. He knocked over cans and bottles
of spices. He forgat to watch a pot, and it boiled over. He made a mistake blending the salad dressing
and had to begin again from scratch. She flustered him, and he loved it.

"Hlliat, are you sure you aren't feding those cognacs we had at my office?'

"Absolutdy not."

"Then the drink you've been Spping on here"

"No. Thisisjust my kitchen syle”

"Silling thingsis your syle?!

"It gives the kitchen a pleasant used look."

"Are you sure you don't want to go to McDondd's?'

"Do they bother to give their kitchen a pleasant used look?"

"They not only have good hamburgers—"

"Thar hamburgers have a pleasant used look.”

"—their French fries are terific.”

"So | sill things" he said. "A cook doesn't have to be graceful to be a good cook."

"Does he have to have a good memory?'

"Huh?'

"That mustard powder you're just about to put into the slad dressing.”
"What about it?"

"You dready put it in a minute ago.”

"l did? Thanks. | wouldn't want to have to mix this damn Suff three times”

She had a throaty laugh that was not unlike Nancy's had been.

Although she was different from Nancy in many ways, being with her was like being with Nancy. She



was easy to tak to—bright, funny, sengtive.
Perhaps it was too soon to tdl for sure, but he was beginning to think that fate, in an uncharacteristic
flush of generogity, had given him a second chance at happiness.

When he and Tina finished dessert, Hlliot poured second cups of coffee. "Still want to go to
McDondd's for a hamburger?'

The mushroom salad, the fettuccine Alfredo, and the zabaglione had been excdlent. "You redly can
cook."

"Would | lieto you?'

"I guess I'll have to eat that crow now.”

"I believe you just did."

"And | didn't even notice the festhers™

While Tina and Elliot had been joking in the kitchen, even before dinner had been completey
prepared, she had begun to think they might go to bed together. By the time they finished egting dinner,
she knew they would. Elliot wasn't pushing her. For that matter, she wasn't pushing him, either. They
were both being driven by naturd forces. Like the rush of water downstream. Like the relentless building
of astorm wind and then the lightning. They both redlized that they werein need of each other, physcaly
and mentaly and emationdly, and that whatever happened between them would be good.

It was fast but right, inevitable.

At the start of the evening, the undercurrent of sexua tenson made her nervous. She hadn't been to
bed with any man but Michad in the past fourteen years, since she was nineteen. She hadn't been to bed
with anyone at all for dmost two years. Suddenly it seemed to her that she had done a mad, stupid thing
when she'd hidden away like a nun for two years. Of course, during the firgt of those two years, sheld il
been married to Michad and had fdt compelled to remain fathful to him, even though a separation and
then adivorce had been in the works, and even though he had not felt constrained by any smilar mora
sense. Later, with the stage show to produce and with poor Danny's death weghing heavily on her, she
hadn't been in the mood for romance. Now she fdt like an inexperienced girl. She wondered if she would
know what to do. She was afrad that she would be inept, dumsy, ridiculous, foolish in bed. She told
hersdf that sex was just like riding a bicycle, impos-sible to unlearn, but the frivolousness of that andogy
didn't incresse her self-confidence.

Gradudly, however, as she and Hlliot went through the standard rites of courtship, the indirect sexua
thrusts and parries of a budding rdationship, dbeit a an accderated pace, the familiaity of the games
reassured her. Amazing that it should be so familiar. Maybe it redly was a bit like riding a bicycle.

After dinner they adjourned to the den, where Hlliot built afire in the black-granite fireplace. Although
winter days in the desert were often as warm as Saringtime elsewhere, winter nights were dways cool,
sometimes downright bitter. With a chilly night wind moaning a the windows and howling incessantly
under the eaves, the blazing fire was welcome.

Tinakicked off her shoes.

They sat Sde by side on the sofa in front of the fireplace, watching the flames and the occasiond
burgs of orange sparks, ligening to music, and taking, taking, taking. Tina fdt as if they had talked
without pause dl evening, spesking with quiet urgency, asif each had a vast quantity of earthshakingly
important information that he mugt pass on to the other before they parted. The more they talked, the
more they found in common. As an hour passed in front of the fire, and then another hour, Tina
discovered that she liked Hlliot Stryker more with each new thing she learned about him.

She never was sure who initiated the firg kiss. He may have leaned toward her, or perhaps she tilted
toward him. But before she redlized what was happening, ther lips met softly, briefly. Then again. And a
third time. And then he began planting smal kisses on her forehead, on her eyes, on her cheeks, her
nose, the corners of her mouth, her chin. He kissed her ears, her eyes again, and left a chain of kisses
aong her neck, and when at lagt he returned to her mouth, he kissed her more deeply than before, and



she responded a once, opening her mouth to him,

His hands moved over her, testing the firmness and reslience of her, and she touched him too, gently
queezing his shoulders, his arms, the hard muscles of his back. Nothing had ever fdt better to her than
hefdt at that moment.

Asif drifting in a dream, they left the den and went into the bedroom. He switched on a smdl lamp
that stood upon the dresser, and he turned down the sheets.

During the minute that he was away from her, she was afraid the spdl was broken. But when he
returned, she kissed him tentetively, found that nothing had changed, and pressed against him once more.

Shefdt asif the two of them had been here, like this, locked in an embrace, many times before.

"We hardly know each other," she said.

"Isthat the way you fed?'

"No."

"Me, nether."

"l know you so well."

"For ages”

"Yet it's only been two days."

"Too fast?" he asked.

"What do you think?"

"Not too fast for me"

"Not too fagt at dl," she agreed.

"Sure?!

"Pogtive”

"You'relovdy."

"Loveme”

He was not a particularly large man, but he picked her up in hisarms asif she were a child.

She dung to him. She saw a longing and a need in his dark eyes, a powerful wanting that was only
partly sex, and she knew the same need to be loved and vaued must bein her eyesfor im to see.

He carried her to the bed, put her down, and urged her to lie back. Without haste, with a breathless
anticipation that lit up his face, he undressed her.

He quickly stripped off his own clothes and joined her on the bed, took her in hisarms.

He explored her body dowly, deliberately, firg with his eyes, then with hisloving hands, then with his
lips and tongue.

Tina redized that she had been wrong to think that celibacy should be a part of her period of
mourning. Just the opposite was true. Good, hedthy lovemaking with a man who cared for her would
have helped her recover much faster than she had done, for sex was the antithess of death, a joyous
celebration of life, adenid of the tomb's existence.

The amber light molded to his muscles.

He lowered his face to hers. They kissed.

She did a hand between them, squeezed and stroked him.

Shefdt wanton, shamdess, insatigble.

As he entered her, she let her hands travel over his body, dong his lean flanks.

"You're so0 swedt," he said.

He began the age-old rhythm of love. For along, long time, they forgot that desth existed, and they
explored the delicious, slken surfaces of love, and it seemed to them, in those shining hours, that they

THURSDAY,
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TINA STAYED THE NIGHT WITH ELLIOT, AND HE redized tha he had forgotten how
pleasant it could be to share his bed with someone for whom he truly cared. He'd had other women in
this bed during the past two years, and afew had stayed the night, but not one of those other lovers had
made him fed content merdy by the fact of her presence, as Tina did. With her, sex was a ddightful
bonus, a lagniappe, but it wasn't the main reason he wanted her besde him. She was an excdlent
love—silken, smooth, and uninhibited in the pursuit of her own pleasure—but she was dso vulnerable
and kind. The vague, shadowy shape of her under the covers, in the darkness, was atalisman to ward off
londliness.

Eventudly hefdl adeep, but a four o'clock in the morning, he was awakened by cries of distress.

She sat draight up, the sheets knotted in her figs, catapulted out of a nightmare. She was quaking,
gasping about a man dressed dl in black, the mongtrous figure from her dream.

Bliot switched on the bedside lamp to prove to her that they were donein the room.

She had told him about the dreams, but he hadn't redized, until now, how terrible they were. The
exhumation of Danny's body would be good for her, regardiess of the horror that she might have to
confront when the coffin lid was raised. If seeing the remains would put an end to these bloodcurdling
nightmeares, she would gain an advantage from the grim experience.

He switched off the bedside lamp and persuaded her to lie down again. He held her until she stopped
shuddering.

To his surprise, her fear rgpidly changed to desire. They fdl eedly into the pace and rhythm that hed
earlier best pleased them. Afterward, they dipped into deep again.

Over breakfast he asked her to go with him to the afternoon party at which he was going to corner
Judge Kennebeck to ask about the exhumation. But Tina wanted to go back to her place and clean out
Danny's room. She fdt up to the chalenge now, and she intended to finish the task before she logt her
nerve agan.

"Well see each other tonight, won't we?" he asked.

"Wes"

"Il cook for you again."

She amiled lascivioudy. "In what sense do you mean that?'

Sherose out of her chair, leaned across the table, kissed him.

The amdl of her, the vibrant blue of her eyes, the fed of her supple skin as he put a hand to her
face—those things generated waves of affection and longing within him.

He waked her to her Honda in the driveway and leaned in the window after she was behind the
whed, delaying her for another fifteen minutes while he planned, to her satis-faction, every dish of this
evening's dinner.

When a lagt she drove away, he watched her car urtil it turned the corner and disappeared, and
when she was gone he knew why he had not wanted to let her go. Held been trying to postpone her



departure because he was afraid that he would never see her again after she drove off.

He had no rationa reason to entertain such dark thoughts. Certainly, the unknown person who was
harassng Tina might have violent intentions. But Tina hersdf didn't think there was any serious danger,
and Hlliat tended to agree with her. The mdidous tormentor wanted her to suffer menta anguish and
soiritud pain; but he didn't want her to die, because that would spoil hisfun.

Thefear Ellict fdt a her departure was purdy superdti-tious. He was convinced thet, with her arriva
on the scene, he had been granted too much happiness, too fadt, too soon, too easily. He had an awful
suspicion that fate was setting him up for another hard fdl. He was afraid Tina Evans would be taken
away from him just as Nancy had been.

Unsuccessfully trying to shrug off the grim premonition, he went into the house.

He spent an hour and a hdf in his library, paging through legd casebooks, boning up on precedents
for the exhumation of a body that, as the court had put it, "was to be disnterred in the absence of a
pressng legd need, soldy for humane reasons, in consderation of certain survivors of the deceased.”
Hliot didn't think Harold Kennebeck would give hm any trouble, and he didn't expect the judge to
request a lig of precedents for something as rdatively smple and harmless as reopening Danny's grave,
but he intended to be wel prepared. In Army Inteligence, Kennebeck had been a far but dways
demanding superior officer.

At one o'clock Elliat drove hisdlver Mercedes S600 sports coupe to the New Year's Day party on
Sunrise Mountain. The sky was cerulean blue and clear, and he wished he had time to take the Cessna
up for a few hours. This was perfect weather for flying, one of those crystdline days when being above
the earth would make him fed clean and free.

On Sunday, when the exhumation was out of the way, maybe he would fly Tina to Arizona or to Los
Angdesfor the day.

On Sunrise Mountain most of the big, expensive houses featured naturd landscgping—which meant
rocks, colored stones, and atfully aranged cacti ingead of grass, shrubs, and trees—in
acknowledgment that man's grip on this portion of the desert was new and perhaps tenuous. At night the
view of Las Vegas from the mountaingde was undeni-ably spectacular, but Elliot couldn't understand
what other reasons anyone could possibly have for choosing to live here rather than in the city's older,
greener neighborhoods. On hot summer days these barren, sandy dopes seemed godforsaken, and they
would not be made lush and green for another ten years at least. On the brown hills the huge houses
thrugt like the bleak monuments of an ancient, dead reigion. The residents of Sunrise Mountain could
expect to share their patios and decks and pool aprons with occasiond vigting scorpions, tarantulas, and
rattlesnakes. On windy days the dust was as thick as fog, and it pushed its dirty little cat feet under
doors, around windows, and through attic vents.

The party was a a large Tuscan-style house, hdfway up the dopes. A three-sided, fan-shaped tent
had been erected on the back lavn, to one sde of the sixty-foot pool, with the open side facing the
house. An eighteen-piece orchestra performed a the rear of the galy striped canvas dructure.
Approximatdy two hundred guests danced or milled about behind the house, and another hundred
partied within its twenty rooms.

Many of the faces were familiar to Elliot. Half of the guests were attorneys and their wives. Although
ajudicid purist might have disapproved, prosecutors and public defenders and tax attorneys and crimind
lawyers and corporate counsd were mingling and getting pleasantly drunk with the judges before whom
they argued cases most every week. Las Vegas had ajudicd syle and standards of its own.

After twenty minutes of diligent mixing, Elliot found Harold Kennebeck. The judge was a tdl,
dour-looking men with curly white hair. He greeted Hlliot warmly, and they talked about ther mutud
interests: cooking, flying, and river-rafting.

Hliot didn't want to ask Kennebeck for a favor within hearing of a dozen lawyers, and today there
was nowhere in the house where they could be assured of privacy. They went outsde and strolled down
the street, past the party-goers cars, which ran the gamut from Rolls-Royces to Range Rovers.

Kennebeck ligened with interest to Elliot's unofficid feder about the chances of getting Danny's grave
reopened. Elliot didn't tdl the judge about the mdicious prankster, for that seemed like an unnecessary



complication; he dill believed that once the fact of Danny's death was established by the exhumétion, the
quickest and surest way of deding with the harassment was to hire a firgt-rate firm of private investigators
to track down the perpetrator. Now, for the judge's benefit, and to explan why an exhumation had
suddenly become such a vitd matter, Elliot exaggerated the anguish and confusion tha Tina had
undergone as a direct consequence of never having seen the body of her child.

Harry Kennebeck had a poker face that also looked like a poker—hard and plain, dark—and it was
difficult to tdl if he had any sympathy whatsoever for Tinds plight. As he and Hlliot ambled dong the
sun-splashed street, Kennebeck mulled over the problem in slence for dmogt a minute. At last he said,
"What about the father?'

"I was hoping you wouldn't ask."

"Ah" Kennebeck said.

"The father will protest.”

"Y ou're postive?'

"Yes"

"On rdligious grounds?

"No. There was a bitter divorce shortly before the boy died. Miched Evans hates his ex-wife."

"Ah. So held contest the exhumation for no other reason but to cause her grief?

"That'sright," Blliot said. "No other reason. No legiti-mate reason.”

"Sill, I've got to consder the father's wishes."

"Aslong as there aren't any rdigious objections, the law requires the permisson of only one parent in
acase likethis"" Hlliot said.

"Nevertheless, | have aduty to protect everyone's inter-estsin the matter.”

“If the father has a chance to protest,” Hliot sad, "well probably get involved in a
knock-down-drag-out legd battle. Itll tie up ahdl of alot of the court's time™"

"I wouldnt like that,” Kennebeck said thoughtfully. "The court's caendar is overloaded now. We
amply don't have enough judges or enough money. The system's cresking and groaning.”

"And when the dugt findly settled," Blliot said, "my dient would win the right to exhume the body
ayway."

"Probably.”

"Definitdy,” Hlliot said. "Her husband would be engaged in nathing more than spiteful obstructionism.
In the process of trying to hurt his ex-wife, hed waste severd days of the court's time, and the end result
would be exactly the same asif hed never been given a chance to protest.”

"Ah," Kennebeck said, frowning dightly.

They stopped a the end of the next block. Kennebeck stood with his eyes closed and his face turned
up to the warm winter sun.

At lagt the judge said, "Y ou're asking me to cut corners.”

"Not redly. Smply issue an exhumation order on the mother's request. The law dlowsit.”

"You want the order right away, | assume.”

"Tomorrow morning if possible.”

"And youll have the grave reopened by tomorrow afternoon.”

"Saturday at the latest.”

"Before the father can get arestraining order from another judge," Kennebeck said.

"I ther€'s no hitch, maybe the father won't ever find out about the exhumetion.”

"AR"

"Everyone benefits. The court saves a lot of time and effort. My dient is spared a great ded of
unnecessary anguish. And her husband saves a bundle in attorney's fees that held just be throwing away
in a hopeless attempt to stop us.”

"Ah" Kennebeck said.

In slence they walked back to the house, where the party was getting louder by the minute,

In the middle of the block, Kennebeck findly said, "Il have to chew on it for awhile, Elliot."

"How long?"



"Ah. Will you be here dl afternoon?’

"I doubt it. With dl these attorneys, it's sort of a busman's holiday, don't you think?"

"Gaing home from here?" Kennebeck asked.

"Yes"

"Ah." He pushed a curly strand of white hair back from his forehead. "Then I'll cdl you a home this
evening.”

"Canyou a least tdl me how you're leening?'

"Inyour favor, | suppose.”

"You know I'm right, Harry."

Kennebeck smiled. "I've heard your argument, counsdlor. Let's leave it a tha for now. Il cdl you
this evening, after I've had a chance to think about it."

At least Kennebeck hadn't refused the request; neverthe-less, Elliot had expected a quicker and
more stiffying response. He wasn't asking the judge for much of afavor. Besides, the two of them went
back along way indeed. He knew that Kennebeck was a cautious man, but usudly not excessvely so.
The judge's hesitetion in this rdatively smple matter struck Elliot as odd, but he said nothing more. He
hed no choice but to wat for Kennebeck's call.

Asthey approached the house, they talked about the ddights of pasta served with a thin, light sauce
of dive ail, garlic, and sweet basl.

Bliot remained at the party only two hours. There were too many attorneys and not enough dvilians
to make the bash intereting. Everywhere he went, he heard tak about torts, writs, briefs, suits,
countersuits, mations for continugtion, appedls, plea barganing, and the latest tax shelters. The
conversaions were like those in which he was involved a work, eight or ten hours a day, five days a
week, and he didn't intend to spend a holiday naitering about the same damned things.

By four o'clock he was home again, working in the kitchen. Tina was supposed to arive a Sx. He
hed a few chores to finish before she came, so they wouldn't have to spend a lot of time doing gdley
labor as they had done last night. Standing at the sink, he peeled and chopped a amdl onion, cleaned 9x
daks of celery, and peeled severd dender carrots. He had just opened a bottle of basamic vinegar and
poured four ounces into a measuring cup when he heard movement behind him.

Turning, he saw a strange man enter the kitchen from the dining room. The guy was about five feet
eght with a narrow face and a neetly trimmed blond beard. He wore a dark blue suit, white shirt, and
bluetie, and he carried a physcian's bag. He was nervous.

"What the hdl?' Hliot said.

A second man appeared behind the firs. He was consd-erably more formidable than his associate:
tdl, rough-edged, with large, big-knuckled, lesthery hands—like something that had escaped from a
recombinant DNA |ab experimenting in the crossbreeding of human beings with bears. In freshly pressed
dacks, a crigp blue shirt, a patterned tie, and a gray sports jacket, he might have been a professond
hitman uncomfortably gotten up for the baptism of his Mafia don's grandchild. But he didn't appear to be
nervous & al.

"What isthis?' Elliot demanded.

Both intruders stopped near the refrigerator, twelve or fourteen feet from Elliot. The smal men
fidgeted, and the tdl man smiled.

"How'd you get in here?'

"A lock-release gun,” the tal man said, amiling cordialy and nodding. "Bob heré'—he indicated the
gmdler man— "has the neatest set of tools. Makes things essier.”

"What the hdl isthis about?'

"Rdax," sad the tall man.

"I don't keep alot of money here”

"No, no," the tal man said. "It's not money."



Bob shook his head in agreement, frowning, asif he was dismayed to think that he could be mistaken
for a common thief.

"Jud rlax,” the tal man repested.

"Y ouve got the wrong guy,” Elliot assured them.

"You're the one, dl right."

"Yes" Bob sad. "Youre the one. There's no mistake.”

The conversation had the disorienting qudity of the off-kilter exchanges between Alice and the
scrawny deni-zens of Wonderland.

Putting down the vinegar bottle and picking up the knife, Ellict said, "Get the fuck out of here.”

"Cdm down, Mr. Stryker," thetdl one said.

"Yes" Bob said. "Please cdm down.”

Hliot took a step toward them.

Thetdl man pulled a silencer-equipped pistol out of a shoulder holgter that was concedled under his
gray sports jacket. "Easy. Just you take it red nice and easy.”

Hliot backed up againg the sink.

"That's better," the tdl man said.

"Much better,” Bob said.

"Put the knife down, and well dl be happy.”

"Let's keep this happy,” Bob agreed.

"Y egh, nice and happy."

The Mad Hatter would be dong any minute now.

"Down with the knife" said the tdl man. "Come on, come on.”

Fndly Elliot put it down.

"Push it across the counter, out of reach.”

Hliot did as he was told. "Who are you guys?'

"Aslong as you cooperate, you won't get hurt,” the tal man assured him.

Bob sad, "Let's get on with it, Vince"

Vince, the tdl man, said, "Well use the breakfast area over there in the corner.”

Bob went to the round maple table. He put down the black, physician's bag, opened it, and withdrew
acompact cassette tape recorder. He removed other things from the bag too: a length of flexible rubber
tubing, a sohygmomanometer for monitoring blood pressure, two amdl bottles of amber-colored fluid,
and a packet of disposable hypodermic syringes.

Hlliot's mind raced through alig of cases that his law firm was currently handling, seerching for some
connection with these two intruders, but he couldn't think of one.

Thetal man gestured with the gun. "Go over to the table and St down.”

"Not until you tel me what thisisdl about.”

"I'm giving the orders here."

"But I'm not taking them.”

"Il put aholein youif you don't move."

"No. You won't do that,” Blliot said, wishing that he fdt as confident as he sounded. "Youve got
something ese in mind, and shooting me would ruin it.”

"Move your ass over to that table.”

"Not until you explain yoursdf."

Vince glared a him.

Blliat met the stranger's eyes and didn't look away.

At lagt Vince said, "Be reasonable. Weve just got to ask you some questions.”

Determined not to let them see that he was frightened, aware that any Sgn of fear would be taken as
proof of weakness, Hliot said, "Wdl, you've got one hell of a weird approach for someone who's just
taking a public opinion survey."

"Move"

"What are the hypodermic needles for?'



"Move"

"What are they for?'

Vince sghed. "We gotta be sure you tdl us the truth.”

"The entire truth,” said Bob.

"Drugs?' Elliot asked.

"They're effective and relidble,” said Bob.

"And when you've finished, I'll have a brain the congistency of grape jdly.”

"No, no," Bob said. "These drugs won't do any lagting physcd or mentd damage.”

"What sort of questions?* Elliot asked.

"I'm logng my patience with you," Vince said.

"It's mutud," Hlliot assured him.

"Move"

Bliat didn't move aninch. He refused to look at the muzze of the pistol. He wanted them to think that
gunsdidn't scare him. Inside, he was vibrating like a tuning fork.

"You son of a bitch, move!"

"What sort of questions do you want to ask me?'

The big man scowled.

Bob said, "For Chrigt's sake, Vince, tdl him. He's going to hear the questions anyway when he findly
gtsdown. Let's get this over with and split.”

Vince scratched his concrete-block chin with his shovel of a hand and then reached insde his jacket.
From an inner pocket, he withdrew a few sheets of folded typing paper.

The gun wavered, but it didn't move off target far enough to give Hlliot a chance.

"I'm supposed to ask you every question on this lig," Vince said, sheking the folded paper at Hlliot.
"It's alot, thirty or forty questions dtogether, but it won't take long if you just St down over there and
cooperate.”

"Quedtions about what?' Hlliot ingsted.

"Chrigina Evans."

Thiswas the lagt thing Elliot expected. He was dumb-founded. "Tina Evans? What about her?"

"Got to know why she wants her little boy's grave reopened.”

Hliot stared a him, amazed. "How do you know about that?'

"Never mind," Vince said.

"Yeeh," Bob said. "Never mind how we know. The important thing is we do know."

"Are you the bastards who've been harassng Tina?'

"Huh?'

"Are you the ones who keep sending her messages?’

"What messages?' Bob asked.

"Are you the ones who wrecked the boy's room?"

"What are you taking about?" Vince asked. "We haven't heard anything about this™

"Someone's sending messages about the kid?' Bob asked.

They appeared to be genuindy surprised by this news, and Hlliot was pretty sure they weren't the
people who had been trying to scare Tina. Besides, though they both struck him as dightly wacky, they
didn't seem to be merdy hoaxers or borderline psychopaths who got their kicks by scaring defensdess
women. They looked and acted like organization men, even though the big one was rough enough at the
edges to pass for a common thug. A silencer-equipped pistal, lock-release gun, truth serums— their
apparatus indicated that these guys were part of a sophisticated outfit with substantid resources.

"What about the messages she's been getting?' Vince asked, dill watching Elliot closdly.

"I guess that's just one more question you're ot going to get an answer for,” Elliot said.

"Well get the answer,” Vince sad coldly.

"WEell get dl the answers" Bob agreed.

"Now," Vince said, "counsdor, are you going to walk over to the table and St your ass down, or am
| going to have to motivate you with this?" He gestured with his pistol again.



"Kennebeck!" Hlliot said, startled by a sudden ingght. “The only way you could have found out about
the exhumation so quickly isif Kennebeck told you."

The two men glanced at each other. They were unhappy to hear the judge's name.

"Who?' Vince asked, but it was too late to cover the reveding look they had exchanged.

"That's why he gdled me" Hlliot said. "He wanted to give you time to get to me. Why in the hdl
should Kennebeck care whether or not Danny's grave is reopened? Why should you care? Who the hdll
are you people?'

The Ursne escapee from the idand of Dr. Moreau was no longer merdy impatient; he was angry.
"Ligen, you stupid fuck, I'm not gonna humor you any longer. I'm not gonna answer any more questions,
but I am gonna put a bullet in your crotch if you don't move over to the table and St down."

Hliot pretended not to have heard the threat. The pistal ill frightened him, but he was now thinking
of something else that scared him more than the gun. A chill spread from the base of his spine, up his
back, as he redized what the presence of these men implied about the accident that had killed Danny.

"Therés something about Danny's degth . . . something strange about the way dl those scouts died.
Thetruth of it int anything like the verson everyone's been told. The bus accident . . . that's a lig, isnt
it?'

Neither man answered him.

"Thetruth isalot worse" Hlliot said. "Something o terrible that some powerful people want to hush
it up. Kennebeck . . . once an agent, dways an agent. Which set of letters do you guys work for? Not
the FBI. They're dl Ivy Leaguers these days, polished, educated. Same for the CIA. You're too crude.
Not the CID, for sure; there's no military discipline about you. Let me guess. You work for some set of
letters the public hasn't even heard about yet. Something secret and dirty.”

Vinces face darkened like a dab of Spam on a hot griddle. "Goddamn it, | said you were going to
answer the questions from now on."

"Rdax," Hlliot said. "I've played your game. | wasin Army Inteligence back when. I'm not exactly an
outgder. 1 know how it works—the rules, the moves. You don't have to be so hard-assed with me.
Open up. Give me a break, and I'll give you a break."

Evidently senang Vince's onrushing blowup and aware that it wouldn't help them accomplish their
misson, Bob quickly said, "Ligen, Stryker, we can't answer most of your questions because we don't
know. Yes, we work for a government agency. Yes, it's one youve never heard of and probably never
will. But we don't know why this Danny Evans kid is so important. We haven't been told the details, not
even hdf of them. And we don't want to know dl of it, either. Y ou understand what I'm saying—the less
aguy knows, the less he can be naled for later. Chrigt, we're not big shots in this outfit. Were drictly
hired help. They only tdl us as much as we need to know. So will you codl it? Just come over here, St
down, let meinject you, give us afew answers, and we can dl get on with our lives We can't just stand
here forever."

"If you're working for a government intelligence agency, then go away and come back with the legd
papers,” Hliot said. "Show me search warrants and subpoenas.”

"You know better than that," Vince said harshly.

"The agency we work for doesn't offidaly exist,” Bob said. "So how can an agency that doesn't exist
go to court for a subpoena? Get serious, Mr. Stryker.”

"If I do submit to the drug, what happens to me after you've got your answers?' Hlliot asked.

"Nothing," Vince said.

"Nothing at dl,” Bob said.

"How can | be sure?'

At this indication of imminent surrender, the tal men relaxed dightly, dthough his lumpish face was
dill flushed with anger. "I told you. When weve got what we want, well leave. We just have to find out
exactly why the Evans woman wants the grave reopened. We have to know if someone's ratted to her. If
someone has, then we gotta spike his ass to a barn door. But we don't have anything againg you. Not
persondly, you know. After we find out what we want to know, well leave.”

"And let me go to the police?" Blliot asked.



"Cops don't scare us™ Vince sad arrogantly. "Hdl, you won't be able to tdl them who we were or
where they can start looking for us. They won't get anywhere. Nowhere. Zip. And if they do pick up our
tral somehow, we can put pressure on them to drop it fast. This is nationd security business, pd, the
biggest of the big time. The government is dlowed to bend the rulesif it wants. After dl, it makes them.”

"That's not quite the way they explained the sysem in law school,” Elliot said.

"Yeeh, wdl, that's ivory tower suff,” Bob said, nervoudy gsraightening histie.

"Right," Vince said. "And thisisred life. Now st down at the table like a good boy."

"Please, Mr. Stryker," Bob said.

"No."

When they got thelr answers, they would kill him. If they had intended to let him live, they wouldnt
have used their red names in front of him. And they wouldn't have wasted so much time coaxing him to
cooperate; they would have used force without hesitation. They wanted to gain his cooperation without
violence because they were rductant to mark him; their intention was that his death should appear to be
an accident or a suicide. The scenario* was obvious. Probably a suicide. While he was dill under the
influence of the drug, they might be able to make him write a suicide note and dgn it in a legible,
identifiable script. Then they would carry him out to the garage, prop him up in hislittle Mercedes, put the
seat belt sugly around him, and start the engine without opening the garage door. He would be too
drugged to move, and the carbon monoxide would do the rest. In a day or two someone would find him
out there, his face blue-green-gray, his tongue dark and lalling, his eyes bulging in their sockets as he
stared through the windshield as if on a drive to Hdl. If there were no unusud marks on his body, no
injuries incompatible with the coroner's deter-mination of suicide, the police would be quickly satisfied.
"No," he said again, louder this time. "If you bastards want me to St down at thet table, you're going to
have to drag me there.”

16

TINA RESOLUTELY CLEANED UP THE MESS IN Danny's room and packed his belongings
She intended to donate everything to Goodwill Industries.

Severd times she was on the verge of tears as the Sght of one object or another released a flood of
memories. She gritted her teeth, however, and restrained the urge to leave the room with the job
uncompleted.

Not much remained to be done: The contents of three cartons in the back of the deep closet had to
be sorted. She tried to lift one of them, but it was too heavy. She dragged it into the bedroom, across the
carpet, into the shafts of reddish-gold afternoon sunlight thet filtered through the sheltering trees outsde
and then through the dugt-filmed window.

When she opened the carton, she saw that it contained part of Danny's collection of comic books
and graphic novels. They were modily horror comics.

Sheld never been able to understand this morbid streak in him. Monster movies. Horror comics,
Vampire novels. Scary stories of every kind, in every medium. Initidly his growing fascination with the
macabre had not seemed entirdly hedthy to her, but she had never denied him the freedom to pursue it.
Most of hisfriends had shared his avid interest in ghosts and ghouls, besides, the grotesque hadn't been
his only interest, so she had decided not to worry about it.

In the carton were two stacks of comic books, and the two issues on top sported gruesome,
full-color covers. On thefirg, ablack carriage, drawn by four black horses with evil glaring eyes, rushed
adong a night highway, benesath a gibbous moon, and a headless man held the reins, urging the frenzied
horses forward. Bright blood streamed from the ragged sump of the coachman's neck, and gelatinous
clots of blood dung to his white, ruffled shirt. His gridy head stood on the driver's seat besde him,



grinning fiendishly, filled with maevolent life even though it had been brutdly severed from his body.

Tinagrimaced. If this was wha Danny had read before going to bed at night, how had he been adle
to deep so wel? Hed dways been a deep, unmoving sleeper, never troubled by bad dreams.

She dragged another carton out of the closet. It was as heavy as the firgt, and she figured it contained
more comic books, but she opened it to be sure.

She gasped in shock.

He was glaing up at her from ingde the box. From the cover of a grgphic novd. Him. The man
dressed dl in black. That same face. Mostly skull and withered flesh. Prominent sockets of bone, and the
menacing, inhuman crimson eyes saring out with intense hatred. The cluster of maggots sguirming on his
cheek, a the corner of one eye. The rotten, yelow-toothed grin. In every repulsve detal, he was
precisay like the hideous creature that stalked her night-mares.

How could she have dreamed about this hideous creature just last night and then find it waiting for her
here, today, only hours later?

She stepped back from the cardboard box.

The burning, scarlet eyes of the mongtrous figure in the drawing seemed to follow her.

She mugt have seen this lurid cover illudration when Danny had firgt brought the magazine into the
house. The memory of it was fixed in her subconscious, festering, until she eventualy incorporated it into
her nightmares.

That seemed to be the only logicd explanation.

But she knew it wasn't true.

She had never seen this drawing before. When Danny had first begun collecting horror comics with
his dlowance, she had closdly examined those books to decide whether or not they were harmful to him.
But after she had made up her mind to let him read such uff, she never thereafter even glanced at his
purchases.

Y et she had dreamed about the men in black.

And here he was. Grinning & her.

Curious about the story from which the illugtration had been taken, Tina stepped to the box again to
pluck out the graphic novel. It was thicker than a comic book and printed on dick paper.

As her fingers touched the glossy cover, abdl rang.

Sheflinched and gasped.

Thebdl rang again, and she redized that someone was at the front door.

Heart thumping, she went to the foyer.

Through the fish-eye lens in the door, she saw a young, clean-cut man wearing a blue cap with an
unidentifiale emblem on it. He was amiling, waiting to be acknowledged.

She didn't open the door. "What do you want?'

"Gas-company repair. We need to check our lines where they come into your house."

Tinafrowned. "On New Year's Day?"

"Emergency crew,” the repairman said through the closed door. "We're invesigating a possible gas
lesk in the neighborhood.”

She hesitated, but then opened the door without removing the heavy-duty security chain. She studied
him through the narrow gap. "Gas leek?

He amiled reassuringly. "There probably isnt any danger. Weve lost some pressure in our lines, and
we're trying to find the cause of it. No reason to evacuate people or panic or anything. But we're trying to
check every house. Do you have a gas stove in the kitchen”?"

"No. Electric."

"What about the hesting sysem?”

"Yes There's agas furnace."

"Yegh. | think dl the houses in this area have gas furnaces. 1'd better have a look at it, check the
fittings, the incoming feed, dl that.”

She looked him over carefully. He was wearing a gas-company uniform, and he was carrying a large
tool kit with the gas-company emblem on it.



Shesad, "Can | see some identification?”

"Sure" From his shirt pocket, he withdrew a laminated ID card with the gas-company sed, his
picture, hisname, and his physicd datigtics.

Feding dightly foolish, like an easily spooked old woman, Tina said, "I'm sorry. It's not that you
drike me as a dangerous person or anything. | jus—"

"Hey, it's okay. Don't gpologize. You did theright thing, asking for an ID. These days, you're crazy if
you open your door without knowing exactly who's on the other sde of it."

She closed the door long enough to dip off the security chain. Then she opened it again and stepped
back. "Comein."

"Wheré's the furnace? In the garage?"

Few Vegas houses had basements. "Yes. The garage.”

“If you want, | could just go in through the garage door.”

"No. That'sdl right. Comein."

He stepped across the threshold.

She closed and locked the door.

"Nice place you've got here"

"Thank you."

"Cozy. Good sense of color. All these earth tones. | like that. It's a little bit like our house. My wife
hes ared good sense of color.”

"It'srdaxing,” Tinasad.

"lan't it? So nice and naturd.”

"The garage isthisway,” she said.

He followed her past the kitchen, into the short hdl, into the laundry room, and from there into the
garage.

Tina switched on the light. The darkness was dispelled, but shadows remained dong the wals and in
the corners.

The garage was dightly musty, but Tinawasn't able to detect the odor of ges.

"Doexn't andl like there's trouble here” she said.

"You're probably right. But you never can tell. It could be an underground break on your property.
Gas might be lesking under the concrete dab and building up down there, in which case it's possible you
wouldn't detect it right away, but you'd ill be stting on top of a bomb.”

"What alovey thought.”

"Makeslife interesting.”

"It's a good thing you're not working in the gas compa-ny's public relations department.”

He laughed. "Don't worry. If | redly believed there was even the tiniest chance of anything like that,
would | be standing here so chearful?"

"l guess nat.”

"You can bet on it. Redly. Don't worry. Thisis just going to be a routine check.”

He went to the furnace, put his heavy tool kit on the floor, and hunkered down. He opened a hinged
plate, exposng the furnace's workings. A ring of brilliant, pulsng flame was vighble in there, and it bathed
hisface in an eerie blue light.

"Wd|?' she said.

He looked up at her. "Thiswill take me maybe fifteen or twenty minutes™

"Oh. | thought it was just a smple thing."

"It's best to be thorough in a Stuation like this"

"By dl means, be thorough.”

"Hey, if you've got something to do, fed free to go ahead with it. | won't be needing anything.”

Tinathought of the graphic nove with the man in black on its cover. She was curious about the story
out of which that creature had stepped, for she had the peculiar feding that, in some way, it would be
amilar to the story of Danny's death. This was a bizarre notion, and she didn't know where it had come
from, but she couldn't dispd it.



"Wadl," she sad, "I was deaning the back room. If you're sure—"

"Oh, cartainly,” he said. "Go ahead. Don't let me inter-rupt your housework."

Sheleft him there in the shadowy garage, his face painted by shimmering blue light, his eyes gleaming
with twin reflections of fire

17

WHEN ELLIOT REFUSED TO MOVE AWAY FROM THE s€nk to the bregkfast table in the far
corner of the big kitchen, Bob, the smdler of the two men, hesitated, then rductantly took a step toward
him.

"Wait," Vince said.

Bob stopped, obvioudy relieved that his hulking accom-plice was going to ded with Elliat.

"Dont get in my way," Vince advised. He tucked the shesf of typewritten questions into his coat
pocket. "Let me handle this bastard.”

Bob retreated to the table, and Hlliot turned his attention to the larger intruder.

Vince hdd the pigtal in hisright hand and made a fig with hisleft. " ou redly think you want to tangle
with me, little man? Hell, my fi is just about as big as your head. Y ou know what this figt is going to fed
like when it hits, little man?"

Bliot had a pretty good idea of whet it would fed like, and he was sweseting under hisarms and in the
ardl of his back, but he didn't move, and he didn't respond to the stranger's taunting.

"It's going to fed like a fraght train ramming sraight through you,” Vince said. "So stop being so
damn stub-born.”

They were going to greet lengths to avoid usng violence, which confirmed Elliot's suspicion that they
wanted to leave him unmarked, so that later his body would bear no cuts or bruises incompetible with
suicide.

The bear-who-would-be-aman shambled toward him. "You want to change your mind, be
cooperative?'

Bliat held his ground.

"One good punch in the belly,” Vince said, "and youll be puking your guts out on your shoes.”

Another step.

"And when you're done puking your guts out,” Vince said, "I'm going to grab you by your bals and
drag you over to the table.”

One more step.

Then the big man stopped.

They were only an arm's length apart.

Blliat glanced a Bob, who was dill sanding at the breakfast table, the packet of syringesin his hand.

"Lagt chanceto do it the easy way," Vince said.

In one smooth lightning-fast movement, Elliot seized the measuring cup into which he had poured four
ounces of vinegar afew minutes ago, and he threw the contents in Vince's face. The big man cried out in
surprise and pain, temporarily blinded. Elliot dropped the measuring cup and seized the gun, but Vince
reflexivdy squeezed off a shot that breezed past Elliot's face and smashed the window behind the sink.
Bliot ducked awild roundhouse punch, stepped in close, dill holding on to the pistal that the other man
wouldn't surrender. He swung one arm around, dam-ming his bent elbow into Vinces throat. The big
man's head snapped back, and Elliot chopped the exposed Adam's gpple with the flat blade of his hand.
He rammed his knee into his adversary's crotch and tore the gun out of the bear-paw hand as those
dutching fingers went dack. Vince bent forward, gagging, and Elliot dammed the butt of the gun againgt
the sde of his head, with a sound like stone mesting stone.



Blliot stepped back.

Vince dropped to his knees, then onto his face. He stayed there, tongue-kissng the floor tiles.

The entire battle had taken less than ten seconds.

The big man had been overconfident, certain that his Sx-inch advantage in height and his extra eighty
pounds of muscle made him unbesatable. He had been wrong.

Hliot swung toward the other intruder, pointing the confiscated pistol.

Bob was dready out of the kitchen, in the dining room, running toward the front of the house.
Evidently he wasn't carrying a gun, and he was impressed by the speed and ease with which his partner
hed been taken out of action.

Blliat went after im but was dowed by the dining-room chairs, which the fleeng men had overturned
inhis wake. In the living room, other furniture was knocked over, and books were strewn on the floor.
The route to the entrance foyer was an obstacle course.

By the time Elliot reached the front door and rushed out of the house, Bob had run the length of the
driveway and crossed the street. He was dimbing into a dark-green, unmarked Chevy sedan. Hlliot got
to the street in time to watch the Chevy pull away, tires squeding, engine roaring.

He couldn't get the license number. The plates were smeared with mud.

He hurried back to the house.

The man in the kitchen was 4ill unconscious and would probably remain that way for another ten or
fifteen minutes. Hlliot checked his pulse and pulled back one of his eydids. Vince would survive, dthough
he might need hospitdization, and he wouldn't be able to swalow without pain for days to come.

Bliot went through the thug's pockets. He found some smdl change, a comb, a wallet, and the sheef
of papers on which were typed the questions that Elliot had been ex-pected to answer.

He folded the pages and stuffed them into his hip pocket.

Vince's walet contained ningty-two dollars, no credit cards, no driver's license, no identification of
any kind. Ddfinitdy not FBI. Bureau men carried the proper creden-tids. Not CIA, ether. CIA
operatives were loaded with ID, even if it was in a phony name. As fa as Hlliot was concerned, the
absence of ID was more Sniger than a collection of patently false papers would have been, because this
absolute anonymity smacked of a secret police organi-zation.

Secret police. Such a posshility scared the hdl out of Elliot. Not in the good old U. S. of A. Surdy
not. In Ching, in the new Russa, in Iran or Irag—yes. In a South American banana republic—yes. In half
the countries in the world, there were secret police, modern gestapos, and dtizens lived in fear of a
late-night knock on the door. But not in America, damn it.

Even if the government had established a secret police force, however, why was it so anxious to
cover up the true facts of Danny's death? What were they trying to hide about the Serra tragedy? What
really had happened up in those mountains?

Tina.

Suddenly he redlized she was in as much danger as he was. If these people were determined to kill
him just to stop the exhumation, they would have to kill Tina In fact, she must be their primary target.

He ran to the kitchen phone, snatched up the handset, and redized that he didn't know her number.
He quickly lesfed through the telephone directory. But there was no liging for Christina Evans.

He would never be able to con an unlisted number out of the directory-assistance operator. By the
time he called the police and managed to explain the Stuation, they might be too late to hdp Tina

Briefly he stood in terrible indecison, incapacitated by the prospect of losng Tina He thought of her
dightly crooked smile, her eyes as quick and deep and cool and blue as a pure mountain stream. The
pressure in his chest grew so grest that he couldn't get his breath.

Then he remembered her address. She had given it to him two nights ago, a the party after the
premiere of Magyck! She didn't live far from him. He could be at her place in five minutes.

He gill had the silencer-equipped pigtol in his hand, and he decided to keep it.

He ran to the car in the driveway.
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TINA LEFT THE REPAIRMAN FROM THE GAS COMPANY in the garage and returned to
Danny's room. She took the gragphic nove out of the carton and sat on the edge of the bed in the
tarnished-copper sunlight that fdl like a shower of pennies through the window.

The magazine contained half a dozen illustrated horror stories. The one from which the cover painting
hed been drawn was sixteen pages long. In letters that were supposed to look asif they had been formed
from rotting shroud cloth, the artis had emblazoned the title across the top of the firs page, above a
somber, well-detailed scene of arain-swept graveyard. Tina stared at those words in shocked dishelief.

THE BOY WHO WASNOT DEAD

She thought of the words on the chalkboard and on the computer printout: Not dead, not dead, not
dead. . ..

Her hands shook. She had trouble holding the magazine steady enough to read.

The dory was set in the mid-nineteenth century, when a phydcian's perception of the thin line
between life and death was often cloudy. It was the tde of a boy, Kevin, who fdl off a roof and took a
bad knock on the head, thereafter dipping into a deep coma. The boy's vitd Sgns were undetectable to
the medica technology of thet era. The doctor pronounced him dead, and his grieving parents committed
Kevin to the grave. In those days the corpse was not embamed; therefore, the boy was buried while ill
dive Kevin's parents went avay from the dty immediady after the funerd, intending to spend a month
a ther summer house in the country, where they could be free from the press of busness and socid
duties, the better to mourn their lost child. But the firgt night in the country, the mother received a vison in
which Kevin was buried dive and cdling for her. The vison was 0 vivid, so disurbing, that she and her
husband raced back to the ity that very night to have the grave reopened a dawn. But Death decided
that Kevin belonged to him, because the funerd had been held dready and because the grave had been
closed. Deeth was determined that the parents would not reach the cemetery in time to save ther son.
Most of the story dedt with Desth's attempts to stop the mother and father on ther desperate night
journey; they were assaulted by every form of the waking dead, every manner of living corpse and
vampire and ghoul and zombie and ghogt, but they triumphed. They arrived at the grave by dawn, had it
opened, and found their son dive, released from his coma. The lagt pand of the illustrated story showed
the parents and the boy waking out of the graveyard while Degth watched them leave. Death was saying,
"Only atemporary victory. Youll dl be mine sooner or later. Youll be back some day. I'll be waiting for
you."

Tinawas dry-mouthed, wesk.

She didn't know what to make of the damned thing.

This was jugt a slly comic book, an asurd horror story. Yet . . . srange pardlds existed between
this gruesome tale and the recent uglinessin her own life

She put the magazine aside, cover-down, so she wouldn't have to meet Death's wormy, red-eyed
gaze.

The Boy Who Was Not Dead.

It was weird.

She had dreamed that Danny was buried dive. Into her dream she incorporated a gridy character
from an old issue of a horror-comics magazine that wasin Danny's collection. The lead story in this issue
was about a boy, goproximatey Danny's age, mistakenly pronounced dead, then buried dive, and then
exhumed.

Coincidence?

Y eah, sure, just about as coincidental as sunrise following sunset.



Crazly, Tina fdt as if her nightmare had not come from within her, but from without, as if some
person or force had projected the dream into her mind in an effort to—

To what?

Totdl her that Danny had been buried dive?

Impossible. He could not have been buried dive. The boy had been battered, burned, frozen,
horribly mutilated in the crash, dead beyond any shadow of a doubt. That's what both the authorities and
the mortician had told her. Furthermore, this was not the mid-nineteenth century; these days, doctors
could detect even the vaguest heartbest, the shalowest respiration, the dimmest traces of brain-wave
activity.

Danny certainly had been dead when they had buried him.

And if, by some million-to-one chance, the boy had been dive when held been buried, why would it
take an entire year for her to receive avison from the spirit world?

This last thought profoundly shocked her. The spirit world? Visons? Clairvoyant experiences? She
didn't be-lieve in any of that psychic, supernatural Suff. At least sheld dways thought she didn't believe in
it. Yet now she was serioudy conddering the posshility that her dreams had some otherworldly
ggnificance. This was sheer claptrap. Utter nonsense. The roots of dl dreams were to be found in the
store of experiences in the psyche; dreams were not sent like ethered telegrams from spirits or gods or
demons. Her sudden gullibility dismayed and darmed her, because it indicated that the decison to have
Danny's body exhumed was not having the gahilizing effect on her emotions that she had hoped it would.

Tina got up from the bed, went to the window, and gazed at the quiet Street, the pams, the dlive
trees.

She had to concentrate on the indisputable facts. Rule out dl of this nonsense about the dream having
been sent by some outside force. It was her dream, entirdly of her making.

But what about the horror comic?

As far as she could see, only one rationa explanation presented itsdf. She must have glimpsed the
grotesgue figure of Deeth on the cover of the magazine when Danny first brought the issue home from the
newsstand.

Except that she knew she hadn't.

And even if she had seen the color illudretion before, she knew damned wel that she hadn't read the
story—The Boy Who Was Not Dead. She had paged through only two of the magazines Danny had
bought, the firg two, when she had been trying to make up her mind whether such unusud reading
materid could have any harmful effects on him. From the date on its cover, she knew that the issue
containing The Boy Who Was Not Dead couldn't be one of the firg pieces in Danny's collection. It had
been published only two years ago, long after she had decided that horror comics were harmless.

She was back where sheld started.

Her dream had been patterned after the images in the illudrated horror story. That seemed
indisputeble.

But she hadn't read the story until a few minutes ago. That was afact as wdl.

Frustrated and angry at hersdf for her ingbility to solve the puzzle, she turned from the window. She
went back to the bed to have another look at the magazine, which shed Ieft there.

The gas company workman called from the front of the house, Sartling Tina

She found him waiting by the front door.

"I'mfinished,” he said. "l just wanted to let you know | was going, so you could lock the door behind
me"

"Bverything dl right?'

"Oh, yeah. Sure. Everything here is in great shape. If ther€'s a gas legk in this neighborhood, it's not
anywhere on your property.”

She thanked him, and he said he was only doing his job. They both said "Have a nice day,” and she
locked the door &fter he Ieft.

She returned to Danny's room and picked up the lurid magazine. Degth glared hungrily a her from
the cover.



Sitting on the edge of the bed, she read the story again, hoping to see something important in it that
she had overlooked in the fird reading.

Three or four minutes later the doorbell rang—one, two, three, four times, ingstently.

Carying the magazine, she went to answer the bel. It rang three more times during the ten seconds
that she took to reach the front door.

"Dont be so damn impatient,” she muttered.

To her surprise, through the fish-eye lens, she saw Hlliat on the stoop.

When she opened the door, he came in fast, dmogt in a crouch, glancing past her, left and right,
toward the living room, then toward the dining area, spesking rapidly, ur-gently. "Are you okay? Are you
dl right?'

"I'mfine. What's wrong with you?"

"Areyou done?'

"Not now thet you're here."

He closed the door, locked it. "Pack a suitcase.™

"What?"

"I don't think it's safe for you to say here"

"Hliat, isthat agun?'

"Yeeh. | was—"

"A red gun?'

"Yegh. | took it off the guy who tried to kill me."

She was more able to bdieve that he was joking than that he had redly been in danger. "What man?
When?'

"A few minutes ago. At my place.

"B

"Ligen, Ting, they wanted to kill me just because | was going to help you get Danny's body
exhumed.”

She gaped a him. "What are you taking about?'

"Murder. Conspiracy. Something damn strange. They probably intend to kill you too."

"But that's—"

"Crazy,” he said. "l know. But it's true”

"Bllio—"

"Can you pack a suitcase fag?"

At firg she hdf believed that he was trying to be funny, playing a game to amuse her, and she was
going to tel him that none of this struck her as funny. But she stared into his dark, expressive eyes, and
she knew that hed meant every word he said.

"My God, Hlliot, did someone redly try to kill you?

"Il tell you about it later.”

"Areyou hurt?'

"No, no. But we ought to lie low until we can figure this out."

"Did you cdl the police?'

"I'm not sure that's a good idea”

"Why not?'

"Maybe they're part of it somehow."

"Part of it? The cops?”

"Where do you keep your suitcases?'

Shefdt dizzy. "Where are we going?'

"l don't know yet."

"B

"Come on. Hurry. Let's get you packed and the hdl out of here before any more of these guys show
up.”

"I have suitcasesin my bedroom closet.”



He put a hand againg her back, gently but firmly urging her out of the foyer.

She headed for the master bedroom, confused and begin-ning to be frightened.

He followed close behind her. "Has anyone been around here this afternoon?’

"I mean, anyone snooping around? Anyone at the door?"

"No."

"I can't figure why they'd come for me firg."

"W, there was the gas men," Tina said as she hurried down the short hdl toward the master
bedroom.

"The what?'

"The repairman from the gas company.”

Hliot put a hand on her shoulder, stopped her, and turned her around just as they entered the
bedroom. "A gas company workman?'

"Yes. Don't worry. | asked to see his credentias”

Hliot frowned. "But it's a holiday."

"He was an emergency crewman.”

"What emergency?

"They've log some pressure in the gas lines. They think there might be a legk in this neighborhood.”

The furrowsin Elliot's brow grew deeper. "What did this workman need to see you for?"

"He wanted to check my furnace, make sure there wasn't any gas escaping.”

"You didn't let imin?"

"Sure. He had a photo ID card from the gas company. He checked the furnace, and it was okay.”

"When was this?"

"Heléft just a couple minutes before you camein.”

"How long was he here?"

"Hfteen, twenty minutes™

"It took him that long to check out the furnace?’

"He wanted to be thorough. He said—"

"Were you with him the whole time?"

"No. | was deaning out Danny's room.”

"Where's your furnace?'

"In the garage.”

"What about the suitcases?'

"There may not betime” he said.

He was pae. Fine beads of sweat had popped out dong his hairline.

She fdt the blood drain from her face.

She said, "My God, you don't think—"

"The furnacel"

"Thisway."

Sill carrying the magazine, she rushed through the house, past the kitchen, into the laundry room. A
door stood a the far end of this narrow, rectangular work area. As she reached for the knob, she
andled the gasin the garage.

"Don't open that door!" Hliot warned.

She snatched her hand off the knob asif she had dmost picked up atarantula

"The latch might cause a spark,” Hlliot said. "Let's get the hell out. The front door. Come on. Fast!"

They hurried back the way they had come.

Tina passed a lesfy green plant, a four-foot-high schef-flera that she had owned since it was only
one-fourth astdl asit was now, and she had the insane urge to stop and risk getting caught in the coming
exploson just long enough to pick up the plant and take it with her. But animage of crimson eyes, ydlow
skin—the learing face of death— flashed through her mind, and she kept moving.



She tightened her grip on the horror-comics magazine in her left hand. 1t was important that she not
loseit.

In the foyer, Elliot jerked open the front door, pushed her through ahead of him, and they both
plunged into the golden late-afternoon sunshine.

"Into the street!” Hliot urged.

A blood-freezing imege rose at the back of her mind: the house torn apart by a colossa blag,
shrapnd of wood and glass and metd whigling toward her, hundreds of sharp fragments piercing her
from head to foot.

The flagstone walk thet led across her front lavn seemed to be one of those treadmill pathwaysin a
dream, dretching out farther in front of her the harder that she ran, but a last she reached the end of it
and dashed into the street. Elliot's Mercedes was parked at the far curb, and she was 9x or eght feet
from the car when the sudden outward-sweeping shock of the exploson shoved her forward. She
sumbled and fdl into the Sde of the sports car, banging her knee panfully.

Twiding around in terror, she cdled Elliot's name. He was safe, close behind her, knocked off
baance by the force of the shock wave, saggering forward, but unhurt.

The garage had gone up firg, the big door ripping from its hinges and splintering into the driveway,
the roof dissolving in a confetti-shower of shake shingles and flaning debris. But even as Tina looked
from Hlliat to the fire, before dl of the shingles had fdlen back to earth, a second exploson dammed
through the house, and a hillowing cloud of flame roared from one end of the structure to the other,
burgting those few windows that had miraculoudy survived the firg blast.

Tinawatched, stunned, as flames legped from awindow of the house and ignited dry pam fronds on
anearby tree.

Bliot pushed her away from the Mercedes so he could open the door on the passenger side. "Get in.
Quick!"

"But my houseison fird"

"You can't save it now."

"We have to wait for the fire company.”

"Thelonger we stand here, the better targets we make."

He grabbed her arm, siwung her away from the burning house, the Sght of which affected her as much
asif it had been a hypnotist's dowly swinging pocket watch.

"For God's sake, Tina, get in the car, and let's go before the shoating starts.”

Frightened, dazed by the incredible speed at which her world had begun to disintegrate, she did as he
sad.

When she wasin the car, he shut her door, ran to the driver's side, and climbed in behind the steering
whed.

"Areyou dl right?' he asked.

She nodded dumbly.

"At least we're il dive” he said.

He put the pigtal on his lap, the muzze facing toward his door, away from Tina The keys were in the
ignition. He started the car. His hands were shaking.

Tinalooked out the Sde window, watching in disbdlief as the flames spread from the shattered garage
roof to the man roof of the house, long tongues of lambent fire, licking, licking, hungry, bloodred in the
last orange light of the afternoon.
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AS ELLIOT DROVE AWAY FROM THE BURNING house, hisingdinctua sense of danger was



as sendtive as it had been in hismilitary days. He was on the thin line that separated animd aertness from
nervous frenzy.

He glanced a the rearview mirror and saw a black van pull away from the curb, haf a block behind
them.

"We're being followed," he said.

Tina had been looking back at her house. Now she turned dl the way around and stared through the
rear window of the sports car. "I'll bet the bastard who rigged my furnace isin thet truck.”

"Probably."

“If I could get my hands on the son of a bitch, 1'd gouge his eyes out.”

Her fury surprised and pleased Elliot. Stupefied by the unexpected violence, by the loss of her house,
and by her close brush with desth, she had seemed to be in a trance; now she had snapped out of it. He
was encouraged by her resilience.

"Put on your seat bet," he said. "Well be moving fast and loose."

She faced front and buckled up. "Are you going to try to lose them?'

“I'm not just going to try."

In this resdentia neighborhood the speed limit was twenty-five miles an hour. Elliot tramped on the
accelerator, and the low, deek, two-seat Mercedes jumped forward.

Behind them the van dwindled rapidly, until it was a block and a hdf away. Then it stopped dwindling
asit also accelerated.

"He can't catch up with us" Hlliot said. "The best he can hope to do is avoid losng more ground.”

Along the street, people came out of ther houses, seeking the source of the exploson. Therr heads
turned as the Mercedes rocketed past.

When Hlliot rounded the corner two blocks later, he braked from sixty miles an hour to make the
turn. The tires squedled, and the car did sdeways, but the superb suspen-sion and responsive steering
held the Mercedes firmly on four wheds dl the way through the arc.

"You don't think they'll actudly start shooting a us?' Tina asked.

"Hdl if I know. They wanted it to appear asif you'd died in an accidenta gas exploson. And | think
they had a fake suicide planned for me. But now that they know were on to them, they might panic,
might do anything. | don't know. The only thing | do know isthey can't let usjust walk away."

"But who—"

"Il tell you what | know, but later."

"What do they have to do with Danny?'

"Later," he said impeatiently.

"Butit'sdl so crazy."

"Youretdling me?"

He whedled around another corner, and then another, trying to disappear from the men in the van
long enough to leave them with so many choices of streets to fallow that they would have to give up the
chase in confusion. Too late, he saw the dgn a the fourth intersectio—NOT A THROUGH STREET
—but they were dready around the corner and headed down the narrow dead end, with nothing but a
row of ten modest stucco houses on each side,

"Damn!”

"Better back out," she said.

"And run right into them."

"Youve got the gun."

"Therée's probably more than one of them, and they'll be armed.”

At the fifth house on the left, the garage door was open, and there wasn't a car insde.

"Weve got to get off the street and out of Sght,” Elliot said.

He drove into the open garage as boldly asif it were his own. He switched off the engine, scrambled
out of the car, and ran to the big door. It wouldn't come down. He struggled with it for a moment, and
then he redized that it was equipped with an autométic system.

Behind him, Tina said, "Stand back.”



She had gotten out of the car and had located the control button on the garage wall.

He glanced outside, up the street. He couldn't see the van.

The door rumbled down, concedling them from anyone who might drive past.

Blliot went to her. "Thet was close

She took hishand in hers, squeezed it. Her hand was cold, but her grip was firm.

"So who the hell are they?" she asked,

"| saw Harold Kennebeck, the judge | mentioned. He—"

The door that connected the garage to the house opened without warning, but with a sharp, dry
squeak of unailed hinges

An imposing, barrel-chested man in rumpled chinos and a white T-shirt snapped on the garage light
and peered curioudy at them. He had meety arms; the circumference of one of them amost equaled the
crcumference of Elliot's thigh. And there wasn't a shirt made that could be buttoned eesily around his
thick, muscular neck. He appeared formi-dable, even with his beer bdly, which bulged over the
waistband of his trousers.

Firg Vince and now this specimen. It was the Day of the Giants.

"Whao're you?' the pituitary-challenged behemoth asked in a soft, gentle voice that didn't equate with
his appearance.

Bliat had the anvful feding that this guy would reach for the button Tina had pushed less than a minute
ago, and that the garage door would lift just as the black van was ralling dowly by in the street.

Sdling for time, he said, "Oh, hi. My nameé's Elliat, and thisis Tina"

"Tom," the big man said. "Tom Polumby."

Tom Polumby didn't appear to be worried by ther presence in his garage; he seemed merdy
perplexed. A man of his Size probably wasn't frightened any more easily than Godzilla confronted by the
pathetic bazooka-wielding sol-diers surrounding doomed Tokyo.

"Nice car," Tom said with an unmigtekable trace of reverence in his voice. He gazed covetoudy at the
S600.

Hliot dmogt laughed. Nice car! They pulled into this guy's garage, parked, closed the door bold as
you please, and dl he had to say was Nice car!

"Very nicelittle number,” Tom said, nodding, licking hislips as he studied the Mercedes.

Apparently Tom couldn't conceive that burglars, psycho-pathic killers, and other low-lifes were
permitted to pur-chase a Mercedes-Benz if they had the money for it. To him, evidently, anyone who
drove a Mercedes had to be the right kind of people.

Hliot wondered how Tom would have reacted if they had shrieked into his garage in an old battered
Chevy.

Rulling his covetous gaze from the car, Tom said, "What're you doing here?' There was dill neither
suspicion nor belligerence in his voice.

"We're expected,” Hlliot said.

"Huh? | wasn't expecting nobody."

"Were here . . . about the boat,” Elliot said, not even knowing where he was going to go with that
ling, ready to say anything to keep Tom from puitting up the garage door and throwing them out.

Tom blinked. "What boat?"

"The twenty-footer."

"I don't own a twenty-footer."

"The one with the Evinrude motor."

"Nothing like that here."

"You mus be mistaken,” Elliot said.

"I figure you've got the wrong place” Tom said, Stepping out of the doorway, into the garage,
reaching for the button that would raise the big door.

Tinasad, "Mr. Polumby, wait. There must be some misteke, redly. Thisis definitdly the right place.”

Tom's hand stopped short of the button.

Tina continued: ™Y ou're just not the man we were supposed to see, that's dl. He probably forgot to



tdl you about the boat."

Bliat blinked at her, amazed by her naturd fadlity for deception.

"Who's this guy you're supposed to see?' Tom asked, frowning.

Appearing to be somewhat amazed hersdlf, Tina hesitated not at dl before she said, "Sol Fitzpatrick.”

"Nobody here by that name."

"But thisis the address he gave us. He said the garage door would be open and that we were to pul
rightingde

Bliot wanted to hug her. "Yesh. Sol said we were to pull in, out of the driveway, so that hed have a
place to put the boat when he got here with it."

Tom scratched his head, then pulled on one ear. "Fitz-patrick?'

"Yesh."

"Never heard of him," Tom said. "What's he bringing a boat here for, anyway?'

"Weé're buying it from him," Tina said.

Tom shook his head. "No. | mean, why here?"

"Wadl," Hlliat said, "the way we understood it, this was where he lived."

"But he doesn't,” Tom said. "l live here. Me and my wife and our little girl. They're out right now, and
there's nobody ever been here named Fitzpatrick."

"Widl, why would he tdl usthis was his address?" Tina asked, scowling.

"Lady,” Tom sad, "I don't have the foggiest. Unless maybe . . . Did you dready pay him for the
boat?

"Wdl .. "

"Maybe just a down payment?' Tom asked.

"We did give him two thousand on deposit,” Hlliot said.

Tinasad, "It was a refundable deposit.”

"Yegh. Just to hold the boat until we could see it and make up our minds”

Smiling, Tom said, "l think the deposit might not turn out to be as refundable as you thought.”

Pretending surprise, Tinasaid, "You don't mean Mr. Fitzpatrick would cheat us?'

Obvioudy it pleased Tom to think that people who could afford a Mercedes were not so smart after
al. "If you gave him a deposit, and if he gave you this address and daimed he lived here, then it's not very
likdy this Sol Fitzpatrick even owns any boat in the firg place.”

"Damn," Blliot said.

"We were swindled?' Tina asked, fagning shock, buying time.

Grinning broadly now, Tom said, "W, you can look at it that way if you want. Or you can think of it
as an important lesson this here Fitzpatrick fdlataught you."

"Swindled," Tina said, sheking her head.

"Sure as the sun will come up tomorrow,” Tom said.

Tinaturned to Hlliot. "What do you think?'

Hlliot glanced a the garage door, then at hiswatch. He said, "l think it's safe to leave™

"Sefe?' Tom asked.

Tina stepped lightly past Tom Polumby and pressed the button that raised the garage door. She
gmiled & her bewildered host and went to the passenger side of the car while Elliot opened the driver's
door.

Polumby looked from Elliot to Tinato Elliot, puzzled. "Safe?"

Hliot said, "I sure hopeit is, Tom. Thanks for your help." He got in the car and backed it out of the
garage.

Any amusement he fdt at the way they had handled Polumby evaporated indantly as he reversed
waily out of sanctuary, down the driveway, and into the street. He sat diffly behind the whed, denching
his teeth, wondering if a bullet would crack through the windshidd and shatter his face.

He wasn't accustomed to this tenson. Physcdly, he was dill hard, tough; but mentaly and
emationdly, he was softer than he had been in his prime. A long time had passed snce his years in
military intelligence, Since the nights of fear in the Persian Guif and in countless cdities scattered around the



Mideast and Asia. Then, held had the resiliency of youth and had been less burdened with respect for
death than he was now. In those days it had been easy to play the hunter. He had taken pleasure in
gaking humaen prey; hel, there had even been a measure of joy in being stalked, for it gave him the
opportunity to prove himsdf by outwitting the hunter on his trail. Much had changed. He was soft. A
successtul, avilized attorney. Living the good life. He had never expected to play that game again. But
once more, incredibly, he was being hunted, and he wondered how long he could survive.

Tina glanced both ways dong the street as Elliot swung the car out of the driveway. "No black van,"
sesad.

"Sofa”

Severd blocks to the north, an ugly column of smoke rose into the twilight sky from what was left of
Tinds house, railing, night-black, the upper reaches tinted around the edges by the last pinkish rays of the
Setting sun.

As he drove from one resdentid street to another, steedily heading away from the smoke, working
toward a mgor thoroughfare, Elliot expected to encounter the black van at every intersection.

Tina appeared to be no less pessmidic about ther hope of escape than he was. Each time he
glanced a her, she was @ther crouched forward, squinting a every new street they entered, or twisted
hafway around in her seat, looking out the rear window. Her face was drawn, and she was hiting her
lower lip.

However, by the time they reached Charleston Boulevard—via Maryland Parkway, Sahara Avenue,
and Las Vegas Boulevard—they began to relax. They were far from Tinds neighborhood now. No
meatter who was search-ing for them, no matter how large the organization pitted agang them, this city
was too hig to harbor danger for them in every nook and crevice. With more than a million full-time
residents, with more than twenty million tourists a year, and with a vast desert on which to sprawl, Vegas
offered thousands of dark, quiet corners where two people on the run could ssfely stop to catch their
breath and settle upon a course of action.

At least that was what Elliot wanted to believe.

"Where to?" Tina asked as Hlliot turned west on Charles-ton Boulevard.

"Let'sride out thisway for afew miles and talk. We've got alot to discuss. Plans to make.”

"What plans?'

"How to dstay dive”
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WHILE ELLIOT DROVE, HE TOLD TINA WHAT HAD happened a his house: the two thugs,
ther interest in the possibility of Danny's grave being reopened, their admis-son tha they worked for
ome government agency, the hypodermic syringes. . . .

She said, "Maybe we should go back to your place. If this Vince is dill there, we should use those
drugs on him. Even if heredly doesn't know why his organization is interested in the exhumation, hell a
least know who his bosses are. Well get names. There's bound to be alot we can learn from him.”

They stopped at ared traffic light. Elliot took her hand. The contact gave him strength. "1'd sure like
to interrogate Vince, but we can't. He probably isn't a my place anymore. Hell have come to his senses
and scrammed by now. And even if he was deeper under than | thought, some of his people probably
went in there and pulled him out while | was rushing off to you. Besides, if we go back to my house, well
just be walking into the dragon's jaws. They'll be watching the place.”

Thetraffic light changed to green, and Ellict rluctantly et go of her hand.

"The only way these people are going to get us" he sad, "isif we jus give oursdves over to them.



No matter who they are, they're not omniscient. We can hide from them for a long time if we have to. If
they can't find us, they can't kill us™

As they continued west on Charleston Boulevard, Tina said, "Earlier you told me we couldn't go to
the police with this™

"Right."

"Why can't we?"

"The cops might be a part of it, a least to the extent that Vince's bosses can put pressure on them.
Besdes, were deding with a government agency, and government agen-cies tend to cooperate with one
another.”

"It'sdl so paranoid.”

"Eyes everywhere. If they have ajudgein their pocket, why not afew cops?’

"But you told me you respected Kennebeck. Y ou said he was a good judge.”

"Heis. Heswdl versed in the law, and he's fair."

"Why would he cooperate with these killers? Why would he violate his oath of office?"

"Once an agent, dways an agent,” Elliot said. "That's the wisdom of the service, not mine, but in many
casesit's true. For some of them, it's the only loydty they'll ever be capable of. Kennebeck hdd severd
jobsin different intel-ligence organizations. He was deeply involved in that world for thirty years. After he
retired about ten years ago, he was dill a young man, fifty-three, and he needed something ese to occupy
histime. He had his law degree, but he didn't want the hasde of a day-to-day legd practice. So he ran
for an dective position on the court, and he won. | think he takes his job serioudy. Nevertheless, he was
an inteligence agent ahdl of alot longer than he's been ajudge, and | guess breeding tells. Or maybe he
never actudly retired at dl. Maybe he's dill on the payroll of some spook shop, and maybe the whole
plan was for him to pretend to retire and then get eected as a judge here in Vegas, so his bosses would
have a friendly courtroom in town."

"Isthat likdy? | mean, how could they be sure hed win the eection?

"Maybe they fixed it."

"You're serious, aren't you?'

"Remember maybe ten years ago when that Texas dec-tions officd revealed how Lyndon Johnson's
firg local dection was fixed? The guy said he was judt trying to clear his conscience after dl those years.
He might as wel have saved his breath. Hardly anyone raised an eyebrow. It happens now and then.
Andin aamdl locd dection like the one Kennebeck won, stacking the deck would be easy if you had
enough money and government muscle behind you.”

"But why would they want Kennebeck on a Vegas court instead of in Washington or New York or
someplace more important?*

"Oh, Vegasisa very important town,” Blliot said. "If you want to launder dirty money, thisis by far
the easest place to do it. If you want to purchase a fdse passport, a counterfeit driver's license, or
anything of tha nature, you can pick and choose from severa of the best document-forgery artists in the
world, because this is where a lot of them live. If you're looking for a fredance hit man, someone who
dedsin carload lots of illegd weapons, maybe a mercenary who can put together a amdl expeditionary
force for an overseas operation—you can find dl of them here. Nevada has fewer state laws on the
books then any state in the nation. Its tax rates are low. There's no sate income tax at dl. Regulaions on
banks and red estate agents and on everyone else—except casno owners—are less troublesome here
then in other states, which takes a burden off everybody, but which is especidly attractive to people
trying to spend and invest dirty cash. Nevada offers more persona freedom than any-where in the
country, and that's good, by my way of thinking. But wherever there's a great ded of persona freedom,
theré's dso an dement that takes more then far advantage of the libera legd structure. Vegas is an
important fidd office for any American spook shop.”

"So there redly are eyes everywhere.”

"Inasense, yes"

"But even if Kennebeck's bosses have alot of influence with the Vegas police, would the cops let us
be killed? Would they redly let it go thet far?'



"They probably couldn't provide enough protection to stop it."

"What kind of government agency would have the authority to circumvent the law like this? What
kind of agency would be empowered to kill innocent avilians who got in its way?"

"I'm il trying to figure that one. It scares the hdl out of me”

They stopped a another red traffic light.

"So what are you saying?' Tina asked. "That well have to handle thisdl by ourseves?'

"At least for the time being."

"But that's hopelessl How can we?'

"Itisnt hopeless.”

"Judgt two ordinary people againg them?"

Hliot glanced in the rearview mirror, as he had been doing every minute or two since they'd turned
onto Charles-ton Boulevard. No one was falowing them, but he kept checking.

"It isn't hopeless,” he said again. "We just need time to think about it, time to work out a plan. Maybe
well come up with someone who can help us"

"Like who?"

Thetréffic light turned green.

"Like the newspapers, for one" Hliot said, accderaing across the intersection, glandng in the
rearview mirror. "Weve got proof that something unusud is happening: the slencer-equipped pistal |
took off Vince, your house blow-ing up. ... I'm pretty sure we can find a reporter wholl go with that
much and write a tory about how a bunch of nameless, faceless people want to keep us from reopening
Danny's grave, how maybe something truly strange lies at the bottom of the Serra tragedy. Then a lot of
people are going to be pushing for an exhumation of all those boys. Ther€ll be a demand for new
autopsies, investigations. Kennebeck's bosses want to stop us before we sow any seeds of doubt about
the offidd explanation. But once those seeds are sown, once the parents of the other scouts and the
entire city are damoring for an invedigation, Kennebeck's buddies won't have anything to gan by
diminating us. It isn't hopeless, Ting, and it's not like you to give up o eadly.”

She sghed. "I'm not giving up.”

"I won't stop until 1 know whet redly happened to Danny.”

"That's better. That sounds more like the Chrigina Evans | know."

Dusk was diding into night. Elliot turned on the head-lights.

Tinasad, "It'sjus thet . . . for the past year I've been druggling to adjust to the fact that Danny died
inthat stupid, pointless accident. And now, just when I'm beginning to think | can face up to it and put it
behind me, | discover he might not have died accidentdly after dl. Suddenly every-thing's up in the ar
agan."

“Itll come down."

"WIll it?'

"Yes. Well get to the bottom of this”

He glanced in the rearview mirror.

Nothing suspicious.

He was aware of her watching him, and after awhile she said, "You know what?'

"What?"

"Ithink . . .inaway . . . youre actudly enjoying this"

"Enjoying what?"

"The chase."

"Oh, no. | don't enjoy taking guns away from men hdf again asbig as| am.”

"I'm sure you don't. That isn't whet | sad.”

"And | sure wouldn't choose to have my nice, peaceful, quiet life turned upside down. I'd rather be a
comfortable, upstanding, boring ditizen than a fugitive”

"I didn't say anything about what you'd choose if it were up to you. But now that it's happened, now
that it's been thrust upon you, youre not entirdy unhappy. There's a part of you, deep down, that's



responding to the chalenge with a degree of pleasure.”

"Baloney.”

"Ananima awareness . . . anew kind of energy you didn't have thismorning.”

"The only thing new about meisthat | wasn't scared diff this morning, and now | am.”

"Bang scared—that's part of it," she said. "The danger has struck a chord in you."

He amiled. "The good old days of spies and counterspies? Sorry, but no, | don't long for that at al.
I'm not a natural-born man of action. I'm just me, the same old me that | dways was."

"Anyway," Tinasad, "I'm glad I've got you on my sde.”

"I likeit better when you're on top,” he said, and he winked at her.

"Have you dways had such a dirty mind?'

"No. I've had to cultivate it.”

"Joking in the midst of disaster,” she said.

" 'Laughter is a bdm for the &fflicted, the best defense agangt despair, the only medicine for
meancholy.”

"Who said that?" she asked. " Shakespeare?!

"Groucho Marx, | think."

She leaned forward and picked something up from the floor between her feet. "And then there's this
damn thing."

"What did you find?"

"I brought it from my place," she said.

In the rush to get out of her house before the gas explosion leveed it, he hadn't noticed that sheld
been carying anything. He risked a quick look, shifting his attention from the road, but there wasn't
enough light in the car for im to see what she hdld. "I can't makeit out."

"It's a horror-comics magazing" she said. "I found it when | was deaning out Danny's room. It was in
abox with alot of other magazines™

"Gy

"Remember the nightmeares | told you about?’

"Yeah, sure”

"The mongter in my dreams is on the cover of this magazine. It's him. Detall for detail.”

"Then you must have seen the magazine before, and you jus—"

"No. That'swhat | tried to tdl mysdf. But | never saw it until today. | know | didn't. | pored through
Danny's collection. When he came home from the newsstand, | never monitored what he'd bought. |
never snooped.”

"Maybe you—"

"Wait," she said. "'l haven't told you the worst part.”

The traffic thinned out as they drove farther from the heart of town, closer to the looming black
mountains that thrust into the last eectric-purple light in the western sky.

Tinatold Elliot about The Boy Who Was Not Dead.

The smilarities between the horror story and ther at-tempt to exhume Danny's body chilled Ellict.

"Now," Tinasad, "jud like Degth tried to stop the parents in the story, someone's trying to stop me
from opening my son's grave.”

They were getting too far out of town. A hungry darkness lay on both sides of the road. The land
began to rise toward Mount Charleston where, less than an hour away, pine forests were mantled with
snow. Hliot swung the car around and started back toward the lights of the city, which spread like a vadt,
gowing fungus on the black desert plain.

"There are gmilaities™ he said.

"Y ou're damned right there are. Too many."

"Therés dso one hig difference. In the story, the boy was buried dive. But Danny is dead. The only
thing in doubt is how he died."

"But that's the only difference between the basic plot of this story and what we're going through. And
the words Not Dead inthetitle. And the boy in the story being Danny's age. It's just too much,” she said.



They rodein dlence for awhile.

FHndly Hlliot said, "You'reright. It can't be coincidence.”

"Then how do you explain it?"

"l don't know."

"Wecome to the club.”

A roadside diner stood on the right, and Elliot pulled into the parking lot. A Sngle mercury-vapor
pole lamp at the entrance shed fuzzy purple light over the firg third of the parking lot. Elliot drove behind
the restaurant and tucked the Mercedes into a dot in the deepest shadows, between a Toyota Cdica and
asmdl motor home, where it could not be seen from the street.

"Hungry?' he asked.

"Sarving. But before we go in, let's check out that lig of questions they were going to make you
answver."

"Let'slook at itin the café" Elliot said. "The light will be better. It doesn't seem to be busy in there.
We should be able to talk without being overheard. Bring the magazine too. | want to see that story.”

As he got out of the car, his attention was drawn to a window on the side of the motor home next to
which he had parked. He squinted through the glass into the perfectly black interior, and he had the
disconcerting feding that someone was hiding in there, aring out at him.

Don't succumb to paranoia, he warned himsdf.

When he turned from the motor home, his gaze fel on a dense pool of shadows around the trash bin
a the back of the restaurant, and agan he had the feding tha someone was watching him from
concea ment.

He had told Tina that Kennebeck's bosses were not omniscient. He must remember that. He and
Tina gpparently were confronted with a powerful, lawless, dangerous organ-ization hell-bent on keegping
the secret of the Sierra tragedy. But any organization was composed of ordinary men and women, none
of whom had the al-seeing gaze of God.

Nevertheless . . .

Ashe and Tina waked across the parking lot toward the diner, Hlliot couldn't shake the feding that
someone or something was watching them. Not necessarily a person. Just . . . something . . . waeird,
srange. Something both more and less than human. That was a bizarre thought, not a dl the sort of
notion he'd ordinarily get in his head, and he didnt likeiit.

Tina stopped when they reached the purple light under the mercury-vapor lamp. .She glanced back
toward the car, a curious expresson on her face.

"What isit?" Elliot asked.

"I don't know. . . ."

"See something?'

"No."

They stared at the shadows.

At length she said, "Do you fed it?'

"Fed what?'

"lI'vegot this. . . prickly feding."

He didn't say anything.

"You do fed it, don't you?' she asked.

"Yes"

"Asif we aren't done.”

"It's crazy," he said, "but | fed eyeson me”

She shivered. "But no one's redly there”

"No. | don't think anyoneis"

They continued to squint at the inky blackness, searching for movemen.

She said, "Are we both cracking under the strain?”

"Just jumpy,” he said, but he wasn't redlly convinced that their imagination was to blame.

A soft cool wind sprang up. It carried with it the odor of dry desert weeds and dkdine sand. It



hissed through the branches of a nearby date pam.

"It's such a strong feding," she said. "And you know what it reminds me of? It's the same damn
feding | had in Angedds office when that computer termind started operating on itsown. | fed . . . not
just asif I'm being watched but . . . something more . . . likea presence . . . asif something | can't seeis
ganding right beside me. | can fed the weight of it, a pressureinthe arr ... sort of looming."

He knew exactly what she meant, but he didn't want to think about it, because there was no way he
could make sense of it. He preferred to ded with hard facts, redlities; that was why he was such a good
attorney, so adept at taking threads of evidence and weaving a good case out of them.

"We're both overwrought,” he suggested.

"That doesn't change what | fed."

"Let's get something to eat.”

She stayed a moment longer, saring back into the gloom, where the purple mercury-vapor light did
not reach.

"Timka...?"

A breath of wind gtirred a dry tumbleweed and blew it across the blacktop.

A bird swooped through the darkness overhead. Hlliot couldn't see it, but he could hear the beating
of itswings.

Tinacleared her throat. "It'sasif ... the night itsdf is watching us ... the night, the shadows, the eyes
of dark-ness."

Thewind ruffled Elliot's hair. It rattled a loose metd fixture on the trash bin, and the restaurant's big
dgn creaked between its two standards.

At lagt he and Tinawent into the diner, trying not to look over their shoulders.

21

THE LONG L-SHAPED DINER WAS FILLED WITH glimmeing surfaces: chrome, glass, pladtic,
ydlow For-mica, and red vinyl. The jukebox played a country tune by Garth Brooks, and the musc
shared the air with the ddicious aromas of fried eggs, bacon, and sausages. True to the rhythm of Vegas
life, someone was just beginning his day with a hearty breakfast. Tina's mouth began to water as soon as
she stepped through the door.

Eleven customers were clustered a the end of the long arm of the L, near the entrance, five on stools
a the counter, Sx in the red booths. Hlliot and Tina sat as far from everyone as possible, in the last booth
inthe short wing of the restaurant.

Ther waitress was a redhead named Elvira. She had a round face, dimples, eyes tha twinkled as if
they had been waxed, and a Texas drawl. She took ther orders for cheeseburgers, French fries,
coledaw, and Coors.

When Elvira left the table and they were done, Tina said, "Let's see the papers you took off that
Bliot fished the pages out of his hip pocket, unfolded them, and put them on the table. There were
three sheets of paper, each containing ten or twelve typewritten questions. They leaned in from opposite
gdes of the booth and read the materid Slently:

1. How long have you known Chridina Evans?

2. Why did Christina Evans ask you, rather than another atorney, to handle the exhnumation of her
son's body?

3. What reason does she have to doubt the offidd story of her son's death?



Does she have any proof thet the offidd story of her son's deeth isfase?

If she has such proof, what isit?

Where did she obtain this evidence?

Have you ever heard of "Project Pandora'?

Have you been given, or has Mrs. Evans been given, any materid relaing to military research
inddlaionsin the Sierra Nevada Mountains?

O N O A

Hliot looked up from the page. "Have you ever heard of Project Pandora?’

"No."

"Secret labsin the High Serras?!

"Oh, sure. Mrs. Neddler told me dl about them.”

"Mrs. Neddler?"

"My deaning woman."

"Jokes agan."

"At atime like this”

"Bdm for the afflicted, medicine for melancholy.”

"Groucho Marx," she said.

"Evidently they think someone from Project Pandora has decided to rat on them."

"Isthat who's been in Danny's room? Did someone from Project Pandora write on the chalkboard . .
. and then fiddle with the computer a work?"

"Maybe" Hlliot said.

"But you don't think so0."

"Whdl, if someone had a guilty conscience, why wouldn't he approach you directly?"

"He could be afraid. Probably has good reason to be"

"Maybe" Hlliot said again. "Buit | think it's more complicated then that. Just a hunch.”

They read quickly through the remaning materid, but none of it was enlightening. Most of the
questions were concerned with how much Tina knew about the true nature of the Sierra accident, how
much she had told Elliot, how much she had told Michadl, and with how many people she had discussed
it. There were no more intriguing tidbits like Project Pandora, no more clues or leads.

Blvira brought two frosted glasses and icy bottles of Coors.

The jukebox began to play amounful Alan Jackson song.

Hlliot spped his beer and paged through the horror-comics magazine thaet had belonged to Danny.
"Amazing," he said when he finished skimming The Boy Who Was Not Dead.

"Youd think it was even more amazing if you'd suffered those nightmares” she said. "So now wha
do we do?"

"Danny’'s was a closed-coffin funerd. Was it the same with the other thirteen scouts?”

"About hdf the others were buried without viewings" Tinasaid.

"Thar parents never saw the bodies?’

"Oh, yes. All the other parents were asked to identify their kids, even though some of the corpses
were in such a horrible state they couldn't be cosmeticadly restored for viewing at a funerd. Miched and |
were the only ones who were srongly advised not to look at the remains. Danny was the only one who
was too badly . . . mangled.”

Even after dl this time, when she thought about Danny's last moments on earth—the terror he must
have known, the excruciating pain he mugt have endured, even if it was of brief duration—she began to
choke with sorrow and pity. She blinked back tears and took a swalow of beer.

"Damn," Hliot said.

"What?"

"I thought we might make some quick dlies out of those other parents. If they hadn't seen their kids
bodies, they might have just gone through a year of doubt like you did, might be easily persuaded to join
usin a cdl for the reopening of all the graves. If tha many voices were raised, then Vinces bosses
couldnt risk dlencing dl of them, and we'd be safe. But if the other people had a chance to view the



bodies, if none of them has had any reason to entertain doubts like yours, then they're dl jugt findly
learning to cope with the tragedy. If we go to them now with awild story about a mysterious conspiracy,
they aren't going to be axiousto ligen.”

"So were dill done”

"Yesh."

"You said we could go to a reporter, try to get media interest brewing. Do you have anyone in
mind?"

"l know a couple of locd guys Elliot said. "But maybe it's not wise to go to the loca press. That
might be just what Vince's bosses are expecting us to do. If they're waiting, watching—well be dead
before we can tdl a reporter more than a sentence or two. | think well have to take the story out of
town, and before we do that, 1'd like to have afew more facts”

"I thought you said we had enough to interest a good newsman. The pistol you took off that men . . .
my house being blownup . . ."

"That might be enough. Certainly, for the Las Vegas paper, it ought to be sufficient. This aty ill
remembers the Jaborski group, the Sierra accident. It was a locd tragedy. But if we go to the press in
Los Angdes or New York or some other city, the reporters there aren't going to have a whole lot of
interest in it unless they see an aspect of the story that lifts it out of the loca-interest category. Maybe
weve dready got enough to convince them it's big news. I'm not sure. And | want to be damn sure
before we try to go public with it. Idedly, I'd even like to be able to hand the reporter a nest theory
about what redlly happened to those scouts, something sensationd that he can hook his story onto.”

He shook his head. "I don't have anything worked out yet. But it seems to me the most obvious thing
we have to consider is that the scouts and their leaders saw something they weren't supposed to see.”

"Project Pandora?’

He sipped his beer and used one finger to wipe a trace of foam from his upper lip. "A military secret.
| can't see what ese would have brought an organization like Vince's so deeply into this. An inteligence
outfit of that 9ze and sophigtication doesn't waste its time on Mickey Mouse quff.”

"But military secrets . . . that seems so far out.”

"In case you didn't know it, Snce the Cold War ended and Cdifornia took such a big hit in the
defense downsizing, Nevada has more Pentagon-supported indudtries and ingd-laions than any state in
the union. And I'm not jugt talking about the obvious ones like Ndlis Air Force Base and the Nuclear
Tedt Site. This state's idedly suited for secret or quasi-secret, high-security weapons research centers.
Ne-vada has thousands of square miles of remote unpopulated land. The deserts. The deeper reaches of
the mountains. And most of those remote areas are owned by the federd government. If you put a secret
inddlation in the middle of dl that lonely land, you have a pretty easy job mantaining security.”

Arms on the table, both hands clasped around her glass of beer, Tina leaned toward Elliat. "You're
sying that Mr. Jaborski, Mr. Lincoln, and the boys sumbled across a place like that in the Sierras?'

"Its posshble"

"And saw something they weren't supposed to see”

"Maybe"

"And then what? You mean . . . because of what they saw, they were killed!”

"It's a theory that ought to excite a good reporter.”

She shook her head. "'l just can't believe the government would murder a group of little children just
because they accidentaly got a glimpse of a new wegpon or something.”

"Wouldn't it? Think of Waco—all those dead children. Ruby Ridge—a fourteen-year-old boy shot in
the back by the FBI. Vince Foster found dead in a Washington park and officdly declared a suicide
even though most of the forensic evidence points to murder. Even a primarily good government, when it's
big enough, has some pretty mean sharks snvimming in the darker currents. We're living in strange times,
Tina"

The rigng night wind thrummed againgt the large pane of glass beside their booth. Beyond the
window, out on Charleston Boulevard, traffic sailled murkily through a sudden churning river of dust and



paper scraps.

Chilled, Tina said, "But how much could the kids have seen? Y ou're the one who said security was
essy to mantain when one of these inddlations is located in the wilderness. The boys couldnt have
gotten very close to such a well-guarded place. Surdly they couldn't have managed to get more than a
gimps"

"Maybe a glimpse was enough to condemn them.”

"But kids aren't the best observers" she argued. "They're impressonable, excitable, given to
exaggeration. If they had seen something, they'd have come back with at least a dozen different stories
about it, none of them accurate. A group of young boys wouldn't be a threat to the security of a secret
ingdlation."

"Y ou're probably right. But a bunch of hard-nosed security men might not have seen it that way."

"Whdl, they'd have had to be pretty stupid to think murder was the safest way to handle it. Killing al
those people and trying to fake an accident—that was awhole ot riskier than Ietting the kids come back
with their half-baked stories about seeing something peculiar in the mountains.”

"Remember, there were two adults with those kids. People might have discounted most of whet the
boys said about it, but they'd have believed Jaborski and Lincoln. Maybe there was so much a stake
that the security men at the inddlation decided Jaborski and Lincoln had to die. Then it became
necessary to kill the kids to diminate witnesses to the first two murders.”

"That's. . . diabolicd."

"But not unlikdy.”

Tinalooked down at the wet cirde that her glass had left on the table. While she thought about what
Hliot had said, she dipped one finger in the water and drew a grim mouth, a nose, and a pair of eyesin
the circle, she added two horns, transforming the blot of moisture into a little demonic face. Then she
wiped it away with the pam of her hand.

"I don't know . . . hidden ingdlaions. . . military secrets .. . . it dl seems judt too incredible.”

"Not to me" Hlliot said. "To me, it sounds plausble if not probable. Anyway, I'm not saying that's
what redly hap-pened. It's only a theory. But it's the kind of theory that dmogt any smart, ambitious
reporter will go for in abig, big way—if we can come up with enough facts that appear to support it."

"What about Judge Kennebeck?"

"What about him?"

"He could tdl us what we want to know."

"Wed be committing suicide if we went to Kennebeck's place” Hlliot said. "Vinces friends are sure
to be waiting for us there.”

"Wl isnt there any way that we could dip past them and get a Kennebeck?”'

He shook his head. "Impossble”

She sighed, dumped back in the booth.

"Beddes" Hliot said, "Kennebeck probably doesn't know the whole story. He's jugt like the two
men who came to see me. He's probably been told only what he needs to know."

Blvira arrived with their food. The cheeseburgers were made from juicy ground drloin. The French
fries were crisp, and the coledaw was tart but not sour.

By unspoken agreement, Tina and Hlliot didn't talk about their problems while they ate. In fact they
didnt tak much a dl. They lisened to the country music on the jukebox and watched Charleston
Boulevard through the window, where the desert dust storm clouded oncoming heedlights and forced the
traffic to move dowly. And they thought about those things that neither of them wanted to speak of:
murder past and murder present.

When they finished egting, Tina spoke fird. "You said we ought to come up with more evidence
before we go to the newspapers.”

"We haveto."

"But how are we supposed to get it? From where? From whom?'

"I've been pondering that. The best thing we could do is get the grave reopened. If the body were
exhumed and reexamined by a topnotch pathologist, wed dmost cer-tainly find proof thet the cause of



deeth wasn't what the authorities origindly said it was."

"But we can't reopen the grave oursdves” Tina said. "We can't sneek into the graveyard in the
middle of the night, move a ton of earth with shovels. Besides, it's a private cemetery, surrounded by a
highwal, so there must be a security system to ded with vandds.”

"And Kennebeck's cronies have dmogt certainly put a watch on the place. So if we can't examine the
body, well have to do the next best thing. Well have to tak to the man who saw it lag.”

"Huh? Who?'

"Wdl, | guess. . . the coroner.”

"Y ou mean the medicd examiner in Reno?!

"Was that where the desth certificate was issued?"

"Yes The bodies were brought out of the mountains, down to Reno.”

"On second thought . . . maybe well skip the coroner,” Hliot said. "He's the one who had to
desgnate it an accidental death. Ther€'s a better than even chance he's been co-opted by Kennebeck's
crowd. One thing for sure, he's definitdy not on our side. Approaching him would be dangerous. We
might eventudly have to talk to him, but first we should pay avist to the mortician who handled the body.
There might be alot he can tdl us. Is he herein Vegas?'

"No. An undertaker in Reno prepared the body and shipped it here for the funerd. The coffin was
sedled when it arrived, and we didn't openit.”

Blvira stopped by the table and asked if they wanted anything more. They didn't. She left the check
and took away some of the dirty dishes.

To Ting Hlliot said, "Do you remember the name of the mortician in Reno?'

"Yes. Belicodti. Luciano Bdlicodti."

Hliot finished the last svadlow of beer in his glass. "Then well go to Reno.”

"Can't we just cdl Bdlicogti?'

"These days, everyone's phone seems to be tapped. Besides, if were face-to-face with him, well
have a better idea of whether or not he'stdling the truth. No, it can't be done long-distance. We have to
go up there"

Her hand shook when she raised her glass to drink the last of her own Coors.

Hliot said, "What's wrong?'

She wasn't exactly sure. She was filled with anew dread, a fear greater than the one that had burned
within her during the past few hours. "l . . . | guessI'mjus . . . afraid to go to Reno.”

He reached across the table and put hishand over hers. "It's okay. There's less to be frightened of up
there then here. It's here weve got killers hunting us™

"I know. Sure, I'm scared of those creeps. But more than that, what I'm afraid of ... is finding out the
truth about Danny's degth. And | have a strong feding well find it in Reno.”

"I thought that was exactly what you wanted to know."

"Oh, | do. But a the same time, I'm afraid of knowing. Because it's going to be bad. The truth is
going to be something redly terrible.”

"Maybe not."

"Yes"

"The only dterndive isto give up, to back off and never know wheat redly happened.”

"And that's worse," she admitted.

"Anyway, we have to learn what redly happened in the Sierras. If we know the truth, we can useit to
save oursalves. It's our only hope of surviva."

"So when do we leave for Reno?' she asked.

"Tonight. Right now. Well take my Cessna Skylane. Nice little machine.”

"Wont they know about it?'

"Probably not. I only hooked up with you today, so they haven't had time to learn more than the
essentids about me. Just the same, well approach the airfidd with caution.”

"If we can use the Cessna, how soon would we get to Reno?’

"A few hours. | think it would be wise for us to stay up there for a couple of days, even after weve



talked to Bdlicodti, until we can figure away out of this mess. Everyonéll dill be looking for usin Vegas,
and well breathe alittle easier if we aren't here”

"But | didn't get a chance to pack that suitcass” Tina said. "l need a change of clothes, a least a
toothbrush and a few other things. Neither one of us has a coat, and it's damn cold in Reno at this time of
year."

"WEell buy whatever we need before we leave."

"I don't have any money with me. Not a penny.”

"I've got some," Hlliot said. "A couple hundred bucks. Plus awadlet filled with credit cards. We could
go around the world on the cards done. They might track us when we use the cards, but not for a couple
of days."

"But it's a holiday and—"

"Andthisis Las Vegas" Hlliat sad. "There's dways a store open somewhere. And the shops in the
hotels won't be closed. This is one of ther busest times of the year. Well be able to find coats and
whatever ese we need, and well find it dl in a hurry." He left a generous tip for the waitress and got to
hisfeet. "Come on. The sooner were out of this town, the safer I'll fed.”

She went with him to the cash regigter, which was near the entrance.

The cashier was a white-haired man, owlish behind a pair of thick spectacles. He smiled and asked
Bliat if ther dinner had been satisfactory, and Elliat said it had been fine, and the old man began to make
change with dow, arthritic fingers.

Therich odor of chili sauce drifted out of the kitchen. Green peppers. Onions. Jalapenos. The digtinct
aromas of melted cheddar and Monterey Jack.

Thelong wing of the diner was nearly full of customers now; about forty people were edting dinner or
waiting to be served. Some were laughing. A young couple was plotting congpiratoridly, leaning toward
esch other from opposite Sdes of a booth, therr heads dmogt touching. Nearly everyone was engaged in
animated conversations, couples and cozy groups of friends, enjoying themselves, looking forward to the
remaning three days of the four-day holiday.

Suddenly Tinafdt a pang of envy. She wanted to be one of these fortunate people. She wanted to be
enjoying an ordinary med, on an ordinary evening, in the middle of a blisfully ordinary life, with every
reason to expect a long, comfortable, ordinary future. None of these people had to .worry about
professond killers, bizarre conspiracies, gas-company men who were not gas-company men,
slencer-equipped pistols, exhumations. They didn't redize how lucky they were. She fdt as if a vast
unbridgesble gap separated her from people like these, and she wondered if she ever again would be as
relaxed and free from care as these diners were at this momernt.

A sharp, cold draft prickled the back of her neck.

She turned to see who had entered the restaurant.

The door was closed. No one had entered.

Y et the ar remained cool—changed.

On the jukebox, which stood to the left of the door, a currently popular country ballad was playing:

"Baby, baby, baby, | love you till.
Our love will live; 1 know it will
And one thing on which you can bet
Isthat our love is not dead yet.

No, our love is not dead—

not dead—
not dead—
not dead—"

The record stuck.
Tinastared a the jukebox in dishdlief.



"not dead—
not dead—
not dead—
not dead—"

Hliot turned away from the cashier and put a hand on Tinas shoulder. "What thehdl . . . 7'
Tina couldn't speak. She couldn't move.

The ar temperature was dropping precipitoudy.

She shuddered.

The other customers stopped taking and turned to stare a the stuttering machine.

"not dead—
not dead—
not dead—
not dead—"

Theimage of Death's rotting face flashed into Tinals mind.

"Stop it," she pleaded.

Someone said, " Shoot the piano player.”

Someone d<e sad, "Kick the damn thing."

Hliot stepped to the jukebox and shook it gently. The two words stopped repegting. The song
proceeded smoothly again—but only for one more line of verse. As Hlliot turned away from the machine,

the earily meaningful repetition began again:

"not dead—
not dead—
not dead—"

Tina wanted to wak through the diner and grab each of the customers by the throat, shake and
threaten each of them, until she discovered who had rigged the jukebox. At the same time, she knew this
wasn't a rationa thought; the explanation, whatever it might be, was not that Smple. No one here had
rigged the machine. Only a moment ago, she had envied these people for the very ordinariness of their
lives. It was ludicrous to suspect any of them of being employed by the secret organization that had
blown up her house. Ludicrous. Paranoid. They were just ordinary people in a roadside restaurant,
having dinner.

"not dead—
not dead—
not dead—"

Blliat shook the jukebox again, but thistime to no avall.

The ar grew colder dill. Tina heard some of the customers commenting on it.

Hlliot shook the machine harder than he had done the lagt time, then harder 4ill, but it continued to
repesat the two-word message in the voice of the country singer, as if an invisble hand were holding the
pick-up ylus or laser-disc reader firmly in place.

The white-haired cashier came out from behind the counter. "I'll take care of it, folks" He cdled to
one of the waitresses. "Jenny, check the thermostat. We're supposed to have hegt in here tonight, not air
conditioning.”

Blliat stepped out of the way as the old man approached.

Although no one was touching the jukebox, the volume increassed, and the two words boomed



through the diner, thundered, vibrated in the windows, and rattled slverware on the tables.

"NOT DEAD—
NOT DEAD—
NOT DEAD—"'

Some people winced and put their hands over their ears.

The old man had to shout to be heard above the explosive voices on the jukebox. "Theré's a button
on the back to reject the record.”

Tina wasn't able to cover her ears;, her ams hung draght down a her sdes, frozen, rigid, hands
figed, and she couldnt find the will or the strength to lift them. She wanted to scream, but she couldn't
meake a sound.

Colder, colder.

She became aware of the familiar, oiritlike presence that had been in Angeds office when the
computer had begun to operate by itsdf. She had the same feding of being watched that she'd had in the
parking lot a short while ago.

The old man crouched beside the machine, reached behind it, found the button. He pushed it severd
times

"NOT DEAD—
NOT DEAD—
NOT DEAD—"

"Have to unplug it!" the old men said.

The valume increased again. The two words blasted out of the speakers in dl corners of the diner
with such incredible, bone-jarring force that it was difficult to believe that the machine had been built with
the cgpability of pouring out sound with this excessive, unnerving power.

Hliot pulled the jukebox from the wal so the old man could reach the cord.

In that ingant Tina redized she had nothing to fear from the presence that lay behind this eerie
manifestation. It meant her no harm. Quite the opposite, in fact. In a flash of underganding she saw
through to the heart of the mystery. Her hands, which had been curled into tight fists, came open once
more. The tenson went out of her neck and shoulder muscles. Her heartbest became less like the
pounding of a jackhammer, but it ill did not settle into a normd rhythm; now it was affected by
excitement rather then terror. If shetried to scream now, she would be able to do so, but she no longer
wanted to scream.

As the white-haired cashier grasped the plug in his arthritis-gnarled hands and wiggled it back and
forth in the wal socket, trying to free it, Tina dmog told him to stop. She wanted to see what would
happen next if no one interfered with the presence that had taken control of the jukebox. But before she
could think of away to phrase her odd request, the old man succeeded in unplugging the machine.

Following the monotonous, earsplitting repetition of that two-word message, the slence was sunning.

After a second of surprised rdief, everyonein the diner applauded the old fdlow.

Jenny, the waltress, cdled to him from behind the counter. "Hey, Al, | didn't touch the thermogtat. It
says the heat's on and set at seventy. You better teke alook at it."

"You mug have done something to it," Al said. "It's getting warm in here again.”

" didn't touch it," Jenny inssted.

Al didn't believe her, but Tinadid.

Bliot turned away from the jukebox and looked at Tinawith concern. "Are you dl right?

"Yes God, yes! Better than I've beeninalong time”

He frowned, baffled by her amile

"I know what it is. Elliat, | know exactly what itid Come on," she said excitedly. "Let's go."

He was confused by the changein her demeanor, but she didn't want to explain things to him here in



the diner. She opened the door and went outside.

22

THE WINDSTORM WAS STILL IN PROGRESS, BUT IT was not raging as fiercdy as it had
been when Hlliot and Tina had watched it through the restaurant window. A brisk wind pushed across the
aty from the east. Laden with dust and with the powdery white sand that had been swept in from the
desert, the air abraded their faces and had an unpleasant taste.

They put their heads down and scurried past the front of the diner, around the sde, through the
purple light under the sngle mercury-vapor lamp, and into the deep shadows behind the building.

In the Mercedes, in the darkness, with the doors locked, she said, "No wonder we haven't been able
to figureit out!"

"Why on earth are you so—"

"Weve been looking at thisdl wrong—"

"—s0 bubbly when—"

"—approaching it ass-backwards. No wonder we haven't been able to find a solution.”

"What are you taking about? Did you see what | saw in there? Did you hear the jukebox? | don't see
how that could have cheered you up. It made my blood run cold. It was weird.”

"Ligen," she said excitedly, "we thought someone was sending me messages about Danny being dive
just to rub my face in the fact that he was actudly dead—or to let me know, in a roundabout fashion, that
the way he died wasn't anything like whet 1'd been told. But those messages haven't been coming from a
sadist. And they haven't been coming from someone who wants to expose the true story of the Sierra
accident. They aren't being sent by atotal stranger or by Micheel. They are exactly what they appear to
bal"

Confused, he said, "And to your way of thinking, whet do they appear to be?'

"They're cries for hdp.”

"What?"

"They're coming from Danny!"

Hliot stared at her with consternation and with pity, his dark eyes reflecting a digant light. "What're
you saying— that Danny reached out to you from the grave to cause tha excitement in the restaurant?
Ting, you redly don't think his ghost was haunting a jukebox?'

"No, no, no. I'm saying Danny isn't dead.”

"Wait a minute. Wait a minute

"My Danny isdivel I'm sure of it."

"Weve dready been through this argument, and we rgjected it," he reminded her.

"We were wrong. Jaborski, Lincoln, and dl the other boys might have died in the Sierras, but Danny

didnt. I know it. | sense it. It's like . . . arevedion . . . dmog like a vison. Maybe there was an
accident, but it wasn't like anything we were told. It was something very different, something exceedingly
Srange.”

"That's dready obvious. But—"

"The government had to hide it, and so this organization that Kennebeck works for was given
respongbility for the cover-up.”

"I'm with you thet far," Elliot said. "That's logicd. But how do you figure Danny's dive? That doesn't
necessarily follow.”

“I'm only tdling you what | know, what | fed," she sad. "A tremendous sense of peace, of
reassurance, came over mein the diner, just before you findly managed to shut off the jukebox. It wasn't



jugt an inner feding of peace. It came from outside of me. Like awave. Oh, hdl, | can't redly explaniit. |
only know what | fdt. Danny was trying to reassure me, trying to tdl methat he was il dive. | know it.
Danny survived the accident, but they couldnt let him come home because hed tdl everyone the
government was responsble for the deaths of the others, and that would blow their secret military
ingdlaion wide open.”

"Y ou're reeching, grasping for straws.”

“I'm not, I'm not," she ingsted.

"So where is Danny?'

"They're kegping im somewhere. | don't know why they didnt kill him. I don't know how long they
think they can keep him bottled up like this. But that's what they're doing. That's what's going on. Those
might not be the precise circumstances, but they're pretty damn close to the truth.”

"Ting—"

She wouldn't let him interrupt. "This secret police force, these people behind Kennebeck . . . they
think someone involved with Project Pandora has turned on them and told me what redly happened to
Danny. They're wrong, of course. It wasn't one of them. It's Danny. Somehow . . . | don't know how . . .
but he's reaching out to me"" She druggled to explain the understanding that had come to her in the diner.
"Somehow . . . someway . . . he's reach-ing out . . . with his mind, | guess. Danny was the one who
wrote those words on the chalkboard. With his mind. "

"The only proof of thisiswhat you say you fed . . . thisvison you've had.”

"Not avison—"

"Whatever. Anyway, that's no proof at dl.”

"It's proof enough for me" she said. "And it would be proof enough for you, if you'd had the same
experience back therein the diner, if you'd ft what | felt. It was Danny who reached out for me when |
was a work . . . found mein the office . . . tried to use the hote computer to send his message to me.
And now the jukebox. He mugt be ... psychic. That'sit! That's what he is. He's psychic. He has some
power, and he's reaching out, trying to tdl me he's dive, asking me to find hm and save him. And the
people who're holding him don't know he's doing it! They're blaming the lesk on one of ther own, on
someone from Project Pandora.”

"Ting, thisis a very imaginative theory, but—"

"It might be imaginative, but it's not a theory. It's true. It's fact. | fed it deep in my bones. Can you
shoot boles through it? Can you prove I'm wrong?'

"Hrg of dl," Hliot said, "before he went into the mountains with Jaborski, in dl the years you knew
him and lived in the same house with him, did Danny ever show any sgns of being psychic?'

She frowned. "No."

"Then how come he suddenly has dl these amazing powers?'

"Wait. Yeah, | do remember some little things he did that were sort of odd.”

"Like what?"

"Like the time he wanted to know exactly what his daddy did for a living. He was eight or nine years
old, and he was curious about the detalls of a dedler's job. Michad sat at the kitchen table with him and
dedlt blackjack. Danny was barely old enough to understand the rules, but held never played before. He
cetanly wasn't old enough to remember dl the cards that were dedlt and caculate his chances from that,
like some of the very best players can do. Yet he won seadily. Michad used a jar ful of peanuts to
represent casino chips, and Danny won every nut inthe jar.”

"The game must have been rigged,” Hlliot said. "Michad was letting him win."

"That's what | thought at first. But Michagl swore he wasn't doing that. And he seemed genuindy
agonished by Danny's streak of luck. Besides, Miched isn't a card mechanic. He can't handle a deck
wdl enough to stack it while he's shuffling. And then there was Elmer.”

"Who's Elmer?"

"Hewas our dog. A cute little mutt. One day, about two years ago, | was in the kitchen, meking an
gople pie, and Danny camein to tdl me Elmer wasn't anywhere to be found in the yard. Apparently, the
pooch dipped out of the gate when the gardeners came around. Danny said he was sure Elmer wasn't



going to come back because held been hit and killed by a truck. | told him not to worry. | said wed find
Blmer safe and sound. But we never did. We never found hm &t dl.”

"Jug because you never found him—that's not proof he was killed by a truck."

"It was proof enough for Danny. He mourned for weeks."

Bliat sghed. "Winning afew hands at blackjack—that's luck, just like you said. And predicting that a
runavay dog will be killed in traffic—that's just a reasonable assumption to maeke under the
circumgtances. And even if those were examples of psychic ability, little tricks like that are light-years
from what you're attributing to Danny now."

"I know. Somehow, his ahilities have grown a lot stronger. Maybe because of the stuation he's in.
Thefear. The stress.”

"If fear and stress could increase the power of his psychic gifts why didnt he start trying to get in
touch with you months ago?'

"Maybe it took a year of stress and fear to develop the ability. | dont know." A flood of
unreasonable anger washed through her: "Chrigt, how could | know the answer to that?'

"Cdm down," he said. "You dared me to shoot holesin your theory. That's what 1'm doing."

"No," she said. "Asfar as| can see, you haven't shot one hole in it yet. Danny's dive, being held
somewhere, and he's trying to reach me with his mind. Telepathicaly. No. Not telepathy. He's able to
move objects just by thinking about them. What do you cdl that? Isn't there a name for that ability?'

"Telekiness" Hlliot said.

"Yed That'sit. He's telekinetic. Do you have a better explanation for what happened in the diner?!

"Wdl . ..no"

"Are you going to tdl meit was coincidence that the record stuck on those two words?'

"No," Hliot said. "It wasn't a coincidence. That would be even more unlikdy than the possibility that
Danny did it."

"You admit I'm right.”

"No," he said. "l can't think of a better explanation, but I'm not ready to accept yours. I've never
bdieved in that psychic crap.”

For aminute or two neither of them spoke. They stared out at the dark parking lot and at the fenced
storage yard full of fifty-gdlon drums that lay beyond the lot. Sheets, puffs and spinning funnds of
vagudy phosphorescent dust moved like specters through the night.

At lagt Tina said, "I'm right, Elliot. | know | am. My theory explains everything. Even the
nightmares. That's another way Danny's been trying to reach me. He's been sending me nightmares for
the past few weeks. That's why they've been so much different from any dreams I've had before, so
much stronger and more vivid."

He seemed to find this new statement more outrageous than what sheld said before. "Wait, walit,
wait. Now you're taking about another power besides telekiness.”

"If he has one ahility, why not the other?'

"Because pretty soon youll be saying he's God."

"Jug telekinesis and the power to influence my dreams. Tha explains why | dreamed about the
hideous figure of Degth in this comic book. If Danny's sending me messages in dreams, it's only naturd
he'd use images he was familiar with—like a monster out of a favorite horror story."

"But if he can send dreams to you," Elliot sad, "why wouldnt he smply tranamit a neat, clear
message tdling you what's happened to him and where he is? Wouldn't that get him the help he wants a
lot faster? Why would he be so unclear and indirect? He should send a concise mentad message, psychic
E-mall from the Twilight Zone, make it alot eeser for you to understand.”

"Dont get sarcadtic,” she said.

“I'm not. I'm merely asking atough question. It's another holein your theory."

She would not be deterred. "It's not a hole. There's a good explanation. Obvioudy, like | told you,
Danny isnt tele-pathic exactly. He's teekinetic, able to move objects with hismind. And he can influence
dreams to some extent. But he's not flat-out telepathic. He can't tranamit detailed thoughts. He can't send
‘concise menta messages because he doesn't have that much power or control. So he has to try to reach



me as best he can.”

"Will you ligen to us?'

"I've been ligening,” she said.

"We sound like a couple of prime candidates for a padded cdl.”

"No. | don't think we do."

"Thistak of psychic power . . . it's not exactly level-headed guff,” Elliot said.

"Then explain what happened in the diner.”

"I can't. Damn it, | cant,” he said, sounding like a priest whose faith had been deeply shaken. The
fath that he was beginning to question was not religious, however, but scientific.

"Stop thinking like an attorney,” she said. "Stop trying to herd the facts into neeat corras of logic."

"That's exactly what I've been trained to do."

"I know," she said sympatheticaly. "But the world is full of illogicd things that are nonetheless true.
And thisis one of them.”

The wind buffeted the sports car, moaned aong the windows, seeking away in.

Hliot said, "If Danny has thisincredible power, why is he sending messages just to you? Why doesn't
he &t least contact Michad too?'

"Maybe he doesn't fed close enough to Michad to try reaching him. After dl, the last couple of years
we were married, Michad was running around with a ot of other women, spending most of his time
away from home, and Danny felt even more abandoned then | did. | never talked againg Michadl. | even
tried to judify some of his actions, because | didn't want Danny to hate him. But Danny was hurt just the
same. | supposeit's naturd for him to reach out to me rather than to hisfather.”

A wadl of dugt fdl softly over the car.

"Sill think you can shoot my theory full of holes?' she asked.

"No. You argued your case preity wdl."

"Thank you, judge.”

"I dill can't believe you'e right. | know some pretty damn intdligent people believe in ESP, but |
don't. | can't bring mysdf to accept this psychic crap. Not yet, anyway. I'm going to keep looking for
some less exatic explanation.”

"And if you come up with one," Tinasaid, "I'll giveit very serious consderation.”

He put a hand on her shoulder. "The reason I've argued with you is ... I'm worried about you, Tina"

"About my sanity?"

"No, no. This psychic explanation bothers me manly because it gives you hope that Danny's ill
dive. And that's dangerous. It seems to me as if you're just setting yoursdlf up for a bad fdl, a lot of
pan."

"No. Not a dl. Because Danny redly isdive"

"But what if he int?'

"Heis"

"If you discover he's dead, itll be likelogng him dl over again.”

"But he's not dead," sheinggted. "l fed it. | senseit. | know it, Elliot."

"Andif he is dead?' Hlliot asked, every hit asindgtent as she was.

She hesitated. Then: "I'll be able to handleit.”

"You're sure?!

"Pogtive”

In the dim light, where the brightest thing was mauve shadow, he found her eyes, hdd her with his
intent gaze. She fdt asif he were not merdly looking at her but into her, through her. Findly he leaned
over and kissed the corner of her mouth, then her cheek, her eyes.

He said, "I don't want to see your heart broken."

"It won't be."

"Il do what | can to seeit isnt."

"l know."

"But there isn't much | can do. It's out of my hands. We just have to flow with events.”



She dipped a hand behind his neck, holding his face close. The taste of his lips and his warmth made
her inexpressibly happy.

He sghed, leaned back from her, and started the car. "We better get moving. We have some
shopping to do. Winter coats. A couple of toothbrushes.™

Though Tina continued to be buoyed by the unshakable conviction that Danny was dive, fear crept
into her again as they drove onto Charleston Boulevard. She was no longer afraid of facing the awful
truth that might be waiting in Reno. What had happened to Danny might dill prove to be terrible,
shattering, but she didn't think it would be as hard to accept as his "death” had been. The only thing that
scared her now was the possihility that they might find Danny— and then be unable to rescue him. In the
process of locating the boy, she and Elliot might be killed. If they found Danny and then perished trying to
save him, that would be a nagty trick of fate, for sure. She knew from experience that fate had countless
nagty tricks up its voluminous deeve, and that was why she was scared shitless.
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WILLIS BRUCKSTER STUDIED HIS KENO TICKET, caefully comparing it to the winning
numbers beginning to flash onto the eectronic board that hung from the casino calling. He tried to appear
intently interested in the outcome of this game, but in fact he didn't care. The marked ticket in his hand
was worthless; he hadn't taken it to the betting window, hadn't wagered any money on it. He was usng
keno as a cover.

He didn't want to attract the atention of the omnipresent casino security men, and the easiest way to
escape ther notice was to appear to be the least threatening hick in the huge room. With that in mind,
Bruckster wore a cheap green polyester leisure suit, black loafers, and white socks. He was carrying two
books of the discount coupons that casinos use to pull dot-machine players into the house, and he wore
acamera on a strap around his neck. Furthermore, keno was a game that didn't have any appesal for
dther smart gamblers or cheaters, the two types of customers who mogt interested the security men.
Willis Bruckster was so sure he appeared dull and ordinary that he wouldn't have been surprised if a
guard had looked & him and yawned.

He was determined not to fal on this assgnment. It was a career maker—or breaker. The Network
badly wanted to diminate everyone who might press for the exhumation of Danny Evanss body, and the
agents targeted againg Elliot Stryker and Chridtina Evans had thus far faled to carry out their orders to
terminate the pair. Ther inegptitude gave Willis Bruckster a chance to shine. If he made a clean hit here, in
the crowded casino, he would be assured of a promotion.

Bruckster stood at the head of the escalator that led from the lower shopping arcade to the casino
levd of Bdly's Hotel. During their periodic breaks from the gaming tables, nurang giff necks and sore
shoulders and leaden arms, the weary dedlers retired to a combination lounge and locker room at the
bottom—and to the right—of the escalator. A group had gone down awhile ago and would be returning
for thar last stand a the tables before a whole new gaff came on duty with the shift change. Bruckster
was waiting for one of those deders. Michad Evans.

He hadn't expected to find the man a work. He had thought Evans might be keeping a vigl at the
demol-ished house, while the firemen gfted through the gtill-smoldering debris, searching for the remains
of the woman they thought might be buried there. But when Bruckster had come into the hotd thirty
minutes ago, Evans had been chatting with the players at his blackjack table, cracking jokes, and grinning
asif nothing of any importance had happened in hislife laidy.

Perhaps Evans didn't know about the explosion at his former house. Or maybe he did know and just
didn't give a damn about his ex-wife. It might have been a bitter divorce.



Bruckster hadn't been able to get close to Evans when the deder Ieft the blackjack pit at the
beginning of the break. Consequently, held stationed himsdf here, at the head of the escadator, and had
pretended to be interested in the keno board. He was confident that he would nall Evans when the men
returned from the dealer's lounge in the next few minutes.

The lagt of the keno numbers flashed onto the board. Willis Bruckster stared at them, then crumpled
his game card with obvious disgppointment and disgust, asif he had lost afew hard-earned dollars.

He glanced down the escdator. Deders in black trousers, white shirts, and dring ties were
ascending.

Bruckster sdled away from the escalator and unfolded his keno card. He compared it once more
with the numbers on the dectronic board, asif he were praying that he had made a mistake the fird time.

Miched Evans was the seventh deder off the escalator. He was a handsome, easygoing guy who
ambled rather than walked. He stopped to have a word with a grikingly pretty cocktail waitress, and she
amiled a him. The other dedlers streamed by, and when Evans findly turned away from the waitress, he
was the lagt in the procession asit moved toward the blackjack pits,

Bruckgter fdl in beside and dightly behind his target as they pressed through the teeming mob that
jammed the enormous casino. He reached into a pocket of hislesure suit and took out a tiny aerosol can
that was only dightly larger than one of those spray-style breath fresheners, samdl enough to be concedled
in Bruckster's hand.

They came to astlanddlill at a cluster of laughing people. No one in the jolly group seemed to redize
that he was obgtructing the main aide. Bruckster took advantage of the pause to tap his quarry on the
shoulder.

Evans turned, and Bruckster said, "I think maybe you dropped this back there."

"Huh?'

Bruckster held his hand eghteen inches below Michad Evanss eyes, so that the dedler was forced to
glance down to see what was being shown to him.

Thefine spray, propelled with tremendous pressure, caught m squarely in the face, across the nose
and lips, penetrating swiftly and deeply into the nogtrils. Perfect.

Evans reacted as anyone would. He gasped in surprise as he redized he was being squirted.

The gasp drew the deadly mig up his nose, where the active poison—a paticularly fast-acting
neurotoxin—was indantaneoudy absorbed through the snus membranes. In two seconds it was in his
bloodstream, and the first seizure hit his heart.

Evanss surprised expression turned to shock. Then awild, twisted expresson of agony wrenched his
face as brutd pain dammed through him. He gagged, and a ribbon of foamy sdiva unraveled from the
corner of hismouth, down his chin. His eyes rolled back in his head, and he fdll.

As Bruckster pocketed the miniature aerosol device, he said, "We have a sick man here”

Heads turned toward him.

"Give the man room," Bruckster said. "For God's sake, someone get a doctor!”

No one could have seen the murder. 1t had been commit-ted in a sheltered space within the crowd,
hidden by the killer's and the victim's bodies. Even if someone had been monitoring that area from an
overhead camera, there would not have been much for im to see.

Willis Bruckster quickly kndlt at Michedl Evanss side and took his pulse as if he expected to find
one. There was no heartbeat whatsoever, not even afant lub-dub.

A thin film of moisture covered the victim's nose and lips and chin, but this was only the harmless
medium in which the toxin had been suspended. The active poison itsdf had aready penetrated the
victim's body, done its work, and begun to break down into a series of naturdly occurring chemicas that
would raise no darms when the coroner later studied the results of the usud battery of forensic tests. In a
few seconds the medium would evaporate too, leaving nothing unusud to arouse the initid atending
physician's suspicion.

A uniformed security guard shouldered through the mob of curious onlookers and stooped next to
Bruckgter. "Oh, damn, it's Mike Evans. What happened here?"

"I'm no doctor,” Bruckster said, "but it sure looks like a heart attack to me, the way he dropped like



a stone, same way my unde Ned went down last Fourth of July right in the middle of the fireworks
display.”

The guard tried to find a pulse but wasn't able to do so. He began CPR, but then relented. "I think it's
hopeless.”

"How could it be a heart attack, him being so young?' Bruckster wondered. "Jesus, you just never
know, do you?'

"You never know," the guard agreed.

The hotd doctor would cdl it a heart attack after he had examined the body. So would the coroner.
So would the desth certificate.

A perfect murder.

Willis Bruckster suppressed a amile
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JUDGE HAROLD KENNEBECK BUILT EXQUISITELY detaled ships in bottles. The wadls of
his den were lined with examples of his hobby. A tiny modd of a seventeenth-century Dutch pinnace was
perpetudly under sl inasmdl, pale-blue bottle. A large four-masted topsail schooner filled a five-galon
jug. Here was a four-masted barkentine with sals taut in a perpetud wind, and here was a
mid-sixteenth-century Swedish kravd. A fifteenth-century Spanish car-avel. A British merchantman. A
Bdtimore clipper. Every ship was created with remarkable care and craftsmanship, and many were in
uniquely shaped bottles that made their congtruction dl the more difficult and admirable.

Kennebeck stood before one of the display cases, sudy-ing the minutdy detailed rigging of a
late-eighteenth-century French frigate. As he gazed at the modd, he wasn't transported back in time or
logt in fantasies of high-seas adventure; rather, he was mulling over the recent develop-mentsin the Evans
case. His ships, sedled in thar glass worlds, relaxed him; he liked to spend time with them when he had a
problem to work out or when he was on edge, for they made him fed serene, and that security alowed
hismind to function a peak performance.

The longer he thought about it, the less Kennebeck was able to bdieve that the Evans woman knew
the truth about her son. Surely, if someone from Project Pandora had told her what had happened to that
budoad of scouts, she wouldn't have reacted to the news with equanimity. She would have been
frigntened, terified . . . and damned angry. She would have gone draight to the police, the
newspapers—or both.

Instead, she had gone to Hlliot Stryker.

And that was where the paradox jumped up like a jack-in-the-box. On the one hand, she behaved as
if she did not know the truth. But on the other hand, she was working through Stryker to have her son's
grave reopened, which seemed to indicate that she knew something.

If Stryker could be believed, the woman's mativations were innocent enough. According to the
attorney, Mrs. Evans fdt guilty about not having had the courage to view the boy's mutilaied body prior
to the burid. She fdt as if she had failed to pay her lagt respects to the deceased. Her guilt had grown
gradudly into a serious psychologica problem. She was in great distress, and she suffered from horrible
dreams that plagued her every night. That was Stryker's story.

Kennebeck tended to believe Stryker. There was an dement of coincidence involved, but not dl
coincidence was meaningful. That was something one tended to forget when he spent his life in the
intdligence game. Chrigina Evans probably hadnt entertained a sngle doubt about the officd
explandtion of the Sierra accident; she probably hadn't known a damned thing about Pandora when she
had requested an exhumation, but her timing couldn't have been worse.



If the woman actudly hadn't known anything of the cover-up, then the Network could have used her
ex-husband and the legd system to dday the reopening of the grave. In the meantime, Network agents
could have located a boy's body in the same state of decay as Danny's corpse would have been if it had
been locked in that coffin for the past year. They would have opened the grave secretly, at night, when
the cemetery was closed, switching the remains of the fake Danny for the rocks that were currently in the
casket. Then the guilt-gtricken mother could have been permitted one ladt, late, ghedly look a the
remans of her son.

That would have been a complex operation, fraught with the peril of discovery. The risks would have
been accept-able, however, and there wouldn't have been any need to kill anyone.

Unfortunatdy, George Alexander, chief of the Nevada bureau of the Network, hadn't possessed the
patience or the skill to determine the woman's true motives. He had assumed the worst and had acted on
that assumption. When Kennebeck informed Alexander of Elliot Stryker's request for an exhumation, the
bureau chief responded immediady with extreme force. He planned a suicide for Stryker, an accidentd
desth for the woman, and a heart attack for the woman's husband. Two of those hurriedly organized
assas-gnation attempts had failed. Stryker and the woman had disappeared. Now the entire Network
wasin the soup, deep init.

As Kennebeck turned away from the French frigate, beginning to wonder if he ought to get out from
under the Network before it collgpsed on him, George Alexander entered the sudy through the door that
opened off the downgtairs hallway. The bureau chief was a dim, degant, ditinguished-looking man. He
was wearing Gucd |oafers, an expensve auit, a handmade slk shirt, and a gold Rolex watch. His sylishly
cut brown hair shaded to iron-gray at the temples. His eyes were green, clear, dert, and—if one took the
time to sudy them—menacing. He had a well-formed face with high cheekbones, a narrow draight nose,
and thin lips. When he amiiled, his mouth turned up dightly at the left corner, giving him a vagudy haughty
expression, dthough at the moment he wasn't amiling.

Kennebeck had known Alexander for five years and had despised him from the day they met. He
suspected that the feding was mutud.

Part of this antagonism between them rose because they had been born into utterly different worlds
and were equdly proud of ther origins—as wel as disdainful of dl others. Harry Kennebeck had come
from a dirt-poor family and, by his own estimation at least, made quite alot of himsdlf. Alexander, on the
other hand, was the scion of a Pennsyl-vania family that had been wedthy and powerful for a hundred
and fifty years, perhaps longer. Kennebeck had lifted himsdf out of poverty through hard work and
gedy determination. Alexander knew nothing of hard work; he had ascended to the top of his fidd as if
he were a prince with adivine right to rule.

Kennebeck was adso irritated by Alexander's hypocrisy. The whole family was nothing but a bunch of
hypocrites. The society-register Alexanders were proud of their history of public service. Many of them
had been Presdentia appointees, occupying high-leve posts in the federa gov-ernment; a few had
served on the President’s cabinet, in haf a dozen adminigrations, though none had ever deigned to run
for an dective pogtion. The famous Pennsylvania Alexanders had dways been prominently associated
with the gruggle for minority avil rights, the Equa Rights Amendment, the cru-sade againgt capitd
punishment, and socid idediams of every variety. Yet numerous members of the family had secretly
rendered service—some of it dirty—to the FBI, the CIA, and various other intdligence and police
agencies, often the very same organizations that they publidly criticized and reviled. Now George
Alexander was the Nevada bureau chief of the nation's fird truly secret police force—a fact thet
goparently did not weigh heavily on hisliberad conscience,

Kennebeck's politics were of the extreme right-wing variety. He was an unreconsiructed fascist and
not the least bit ashamed of it. When, as a young man, he had firs embarked upon a career in the
intdligence services, Harry had been surprised to discover that not dl of the people in the espionage
busness shared his ultraconsarvative politicd views. He had expected his co-workers to be
super-patriotic right-wingers. But dl the snoop shops were daffed with leftigs too. Eventudly Harry
redized tha the extreme left and the extreme right shared the same two basic gods They wanted to
make society more orderly than it naturdly was, and they wanted to centrdize control of the population in



a strong government. Left-wingers and right-wingers differed about certain detals, of course, but their
only mgor point of contention centered on the identity of those who would be permitted to be a part of
the privileged ruling class, once the power had been aufficiently centraized.

At least I'm honest about my motives, Kennebeck thought as he watched Alexander cross the
sudy. My public opin-ions are the same as those 1 express privately, and that's a virtue he doesn't
possess. I'm not a hypocrite. I'm not at all like Alexander. Jesus, he's such a smug, Janus-faced
bas-tard!

"I just spoke with the men who're watching Stryker's house" Alexander said. "He hasn't shown up
yet."

"I told you he wouldn't go back there"

"Sooner or later hewill."

"No. Not until he's absolutely certain the heet is off. Until then hell hide out.”

"He's bound to go to the police a some point, and then well have him."

"If he thought he could get any help from the cops, hed have been there dready,” Kennebeck said.
"But he hasn't shown up. And he won't."

Alexander glanced at his watch. "Wdl, he ill might pop up here. I'm sure he wants to ask you a lot
of questions.”

"Oh, I'm damn sure he does. He wants my hide" Kennebeck said. "But he won't come. Not tonight.
Eventu-dly, yes, but not for along time. He knows we're waiting for him. He knows how the game is
played. Don't forget he used to play it himsdf."

"That was along time ago," Alexander said impatiently. "He's been a avilian for fifteen years. He's
out of practice. Evenif he was anatura then, there's no way he could sill be as sharp as he once was."

"But that's what I've been trying to tdl you," Kennebeck said, pushing alock of snow-white hair back
from his forehead. "Hlliot isnt stupid. He was the best and brightest young officer who ever served under
me He was a naturd. And that was when he was young and relatively inexperi-enced. If he's aged as
wdl as he seems to have done, then he might even be sharper these days."

Alexander didn't want to hear it. Although two of the hits he had ordered had gone totaly awry,
Alexander remained self-assured; he was convinced that he would eventudly triumph.

He's always so damned self-confident, Harry Kennebeck thought. And usually there's no good
reason why he should be. If he was aware of his own shortcomings, the son of a bitch would be
crushed to death under his collapsing ego.

Alexander went to the huge maple desk and sat behind it, in Kennebeck's wing chair.

The judge glared a him.

Alexander pretended not to notice Kennebeck's displea-sure. "Well find Stryker and the woman
before morning. I've no doubt about that. We're covering dl the bases. We've got men checking every
hotd and motd—"

"That's awaste of time" Kennebeck said. "Blliot is too smart to watz into a hotd and leave his name
on the regigter. Besides, there are more hotels and motelsin Vegas than in any other city in the world.”

"I'm fully aware of the complexity of the task," Alex-ander said. "But we might get lucky. Meanwhile,
we're checking out Stryker's associates in his law firm, his friends, the woman's friends,, anyone with
whom they might have taken refuge.”

"You don't have enough manpower to follow up al those possihilities,” the judge said. "Can't you see
that? Y ou should use your people more judicioudy. Y ou're spreading yourself too thin. What you should
be doing—"

"I'll make those decisons" Alexander sad idly.

"What about the airport?”

"That's taken care of," Alexander assured him. "Weve got men going over the passenger ligs of
every outbound flight." He picked up an ivory-handled letter opener, turned it over and over in his hands.
"Anyway, even if we're spread a bit thin, it doesn't matter much. | dready know where we're going to
nal Stryker. Here. Right here in this house. That's why I'm 4ill hanging around. Oh, | know, | know, you
don't think hell show up. But along time ago you were Stryker's mentor, the man he respected, the men



he learned from, and now you've betrayed him. Hell come here to confront you, even if he knows it's
risky. I'm sure he will."

"Ridiculous” Kennebeck said sourly. "Our relationship was never like that. He—"

"I know humen nature,” Alexander said, though he was one of the least observant and least andytica
men that Kennebeck had ever known.

These days cream seldom rose in the intdlligence community—but crap ill floated.

Angry, frustrated, Kennebeck turned again to the bottle that contained the French frigate. Suddenly
he remembered something important about Elliot Stryker. "Ah," he said.

Alexander put down the enamded cigarette box that he had been sudying. "What isit?'

"Hlliot's a pilot. He owns his own plane.”

Alexander frowned.

"Have you been checking amdl craft leaving the air-port?* Kennebeck asked.

"No. Just scheduled airliners and charters.”

"Ah"

"Hed have had to take off in the dark,” Alexander said. "Y ou think he's licensed for instrument flying?
Most businessmen-pilots and hobby pilots aren't certified for anything but daylight.”

"Better get hold of your men at the airport,” Kennebeck said. "l dready know what they're going to
find. I'll bet a hundred bucks to adime Elliot dipped out of town under your nose."

The Cessna Turbo Skylane RG knifed through the darkness, two miles above the Nevada desert,
with the low clouds under it, wings plated siver by moonlight.

"Bliot?"

"Hmmm?'

"I'm sorry | got you mixed up in this"

"You don't like my company?'

"You know what | mean. I'm redly sorry.”

"Hey, you didn't get me mixed up init. You didn't twist my arm. | practicadly volunteered to hep you
with the exhumation, and it dl just fdl apart from there. It's not your fault.”

"Sill . . . here you are, running for your life, and dl because of me"

"Nonsense. You couldn't have known what would happen after | talked to Kennebeck."

"I can't help feding guilty about invalving you."

"If it wasn't me, it would have been some other attorney. And maybe he wouldn't have known how to
handle Vince. In which case, both he and you might be dead. So if you look at it that way, it worked out
aswdl asit possbly could.”

"You're redly something ese" she said.

"What eseam 1?7

"Lots of things"

"Terific."

"Not me. What else?'

"Brave

"Bravery is avirtue of fools™

"Not as smart as | think | am.”

"Tough."

"I cry a sad movies. See, I'm not as great as you think | am.”

"You can cook."

"Now that's truel"

The Cessna hit an air pocket, dropped three hundred feet with a sckening lurch, and then soared to



its correct dtitude.
"A great cook but alousy pilat," she said.
"That was God's turbulence. Complain to Him."
"How long till we land in Reno?!
"BEghty minutes™

George Alexander hung up the telephone. He was 4ill stting in Kennebeck's wing chair. " Stryker and
the woman took off from McCarran Internationd more than two hours ago. They left in his Cessna. He
filed aflight plan for Hagdaff."

The judge stopped pacing. "Arizona?"

"That's the only Hagdaff | know. But why would they go to Arizona, of dl places?’

"They probably didnt,” Kennebeck said. "I figure Hlliat filed a fase flight plan to throw you off his
trail." He was perversdy proud of Stryker's cleverness.

"If they actudly headed for Hagdaff," Alexander said, "they ought to have landed by now. I'll cal the
night manager at the airport down there, pretend to be FBI, see what he can tdl me”

Because the Network did not offiddly exig, it couldn't openly use its authority to gather informetion.
As a result, Network agents routindy posed as FBI men, with counter-feit credentias in the names of
actud FBI agents.

While he waited for Alexander to finish with the night manager at the FHlagdaff airport, Kennebeck
moved from one modd ship to another. For the fird time in his experience, the sght of this bottled flest
didn't cddm him.

Fifteen minutes later Alexander put down the telephone. "Stryker isn't on the Hagdaff fidd. And he
haan't yet been identified in ther airspace.”

"Ah. So hisflight plan was ared herring."

"Unless he crashed between here and there" Alexander said hopefully.

Kennebeck grinned. "He didn't crash. But where the hdll did he go?"

"Probably in the opposite direction,” Alexander said. "Southern Cdifornia”

"Ah. Los Angdes?'

"Or Santa Barbara. Burbank. Long Beach. Ontario. Or-ange County. There are a lot of arports
within the range of thet little Cessna.”

They were both slent, thinking. Then Kennebeck said, "Reno. That's where they went. Reno.”

"You were so sure they didn't know a thing about the Sierra labs" Alexander said. "Have you
changed your mind?'

"No. | dill think you could have avoided issuing dl those termingtion orders. Look, they can't be
going up to the mountains, because they don't know where the laboratories are. They don't know
anything more about Project Pandora than what they picked up from that lig of questions they took off
Vince Immdmean.”

"Then why Reno?'

Pacing, Kennebeck said, "Now that weve tried to kill them, they know the story of the Sierra
accident was entirdy contrived. They figure there's something wrong with the little boy's body, something
odd that we can't afford to let them see. So now they're twice as anxious to see it. They'd exhume it
illegdly if they could, but they can't get near the cemetery with us watching it. And Stryker knows for
aure that we've got it staked out. So if they can't open the grave and see for themselves wha we've done
to Danny Evans, what are they going to do instead? They're going to do the next best thing—tak to the
person who was supposedly the last one to see the boy's corpse before it was seded in the coffin.
They're going to ask him to describe the condition of the boy in minute detail.”

"Richard Panndfin is the coroner in Reno. He issued the death certificate” Alexander said.

"No. They won't go to Pannafin. They'll figure he's involved in the cover-up.”

"Which heis. Reluctantly.”



"So they'll go to see the mortician who supposedly prepared the boy's body for burid.”

"Bdlicodi."

"Weas that his name?'

"Luciano Bdlicodti," Alexander said. "But if that's where they went, then they're not just hiding out,
licking their wounds. Good God, they've actudly gone on the offen-svel™

"That's Stryker's military-intdligence training taking hold,” Kennebeck said. "That's what I've been
trying to tdl you. He's not going to be an easy target. He could destroy the Network, given hdf a chance.
And the woman's evidently not one to hide or run away from a problem either. We have to go &fter these
two with more care than usud. What about this Belli-costi? Will he keep his mouth shut?!

"I don't know," Alexander said uneadly. "We have a pretty good hold on him. He's an Itdian
immigrant. He lived here for eight or nine years before he decided to gpply for ctizenship. He hadn't
gotten his papers yet when we found oursalves needing a cooperative mortician. We put a freeze on his
gpplication with the Bureau of Immigration, and we threatened to have him deported if he didn't do what
we wanted. He didn't like it. But citizenship was a big enough carrot to keep him motivated. However . .
. | don't think we'd better rely on that carrot any longer.”

"Thisis a hdl of an important matter,” Kennebeck said. "And it sounds to me as if Belicosti knows
too much about it."

"Terminate the bastard,” Alexander said.

"BEventudly, but not necessarily right now. If too many bodies pile up a once, well be drawing
atention to—"

"Take no chances" Alexander inagted. "WEell terminate him. And the coroner too, | think. Scrub
away thewhaletrall." He reached for the phone.

"Surdy you don't want to take such dragtic action until you're postive Stryker actudly is headed for
Reno. And you won't know for sure until he lands up there.”

Alexander hestated with his hand on the phone. "But if | wait, I'm just giving him a chance to keep
one step ahead.” Worried, he continued to hestate, anxioudy chewing hislip.

"Therés away to find out if it's redly Reno he's headed for. When he gets there, hell need a car.
Maybe he's dready arranged for one to be waiting.”

Alexander nodded. "We can cdl the rentd agencies at the Reno airport.”

"No need to cdl. The hacker geeks in computer operations can probably access dl the rentd
agencies datafileslong distance.”

Alexander picked up the phone and gave the order.

Fifteen minutes later computer operations caled back with its report. Elliot Stryker had a rentd car
reserved for late-night pickup a the Reno airport. He was scheduled to take possession of it shortly
before midnight.

"That's a bit doppy of him," Kennebeck said, "consder-ing how clever he's been so far.”

"He figures we're focusng on Arizona, not Reno.”

"It's dill doppy,” Kennebeck said, disgppointed. "He should have built a double blind to protect
himsdf."

"Soit'slikel sad." Alexander's crooked smile appeared. "He isn 't as sharp as he used to be."

"Let's not start crowing too soon,” Kennebeck said. "We haven't caught him yet.”

"Wewill,"” Alexander said, his composure restored. "Our people in Reno will have to move fast, but
theyll manage. | don't think it's a good idea to hit Stryker and the woman in a public place like an
arport.”

What an uncharacteristic display of reserve, Kennebeck thought sourly.

"I don't even think we should put a tall on them as soon as they get there" Alexander said. "Stryker
will be expect-ing atall. Maybe hell dude it, and then hell be spooked.”

"Get to the rentd car before he does. Slgp a transponder on it. Then you can follow him without
being seen, a your leisure”

"WEell try it," Alexander said. "Weve got less than an hour, so there might not be time. But even if we
don't get a beeper on the damn car, we're okay. We know where they're going. Well just diminae



Bdlicodi and set up atrap a the funerd home.”
He snatched up the telephone and dided the Network office in Reno.
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IN RENO, WHICH BILLED ITSELF AS "THE BIGGEST Little City in the World," the
temperature hovered a twenty-one degrees above zero as midnight approached. Above the lights that
cast afrosty glow on the airport parking lot, the heavily shrouded sky was moonless, star-less, perfectly
black. Snow flurries were dancing on a changeable wind.

Hliot was glad they had bought a couple of heavy coats before leaving Las Vegas. He wished they'd
thought of gloves, his hands were freezing.

He threw their angle suitcase into the trunk of the rented Chevrolet. In the cold ar, white clouds of
exhaugt vapor swirled around hislegs.

He dammed the trunk lid and surveyed the snow-dusted cars in the parking lot. He couldn't see
anyonein any of them. He had no feding of being watched.

When they had landed, they'd been dert for unusud activity on the runway and in the private-craft
docking yard—suspicious vehicles, an unusud number of ground crewmen—but they had seen nothing
out of the ordinary. Then as he had sgned for the renta car and picked up the keys from the night clerk,
he had kept one hand in a pocket of his coat, gripping the handgun hed taken off Vince in Las
Vegas—but there was no trouble.

Perhaps the phony flight plan had thrown the hounds off the trall. Now he went to the driver's door
and dimbed into the Chevy, where Tina was fiddling with the heater.

"My blood's turning to ice," she said.

Hliot hdd his hand to the vent. "We're getting some warm air dready.”

From his coat, he withdrew the pistol and put it on the seat between him and Christing, the muzze
pointed toward the dashboard.

"You redly think we should confront Bellicodti at this hour?' she asked.

"Sure. It's not very late”

In an arport-termina telephone directory, Tina had found the address of the Luciano Bdlicodi
Funerd Home. The night clerk at the rentd agency, from whom they had signed out the car, had known
exactly where Bdlicodti's place was, and he had marked the shortest route on the free city map provided
with the Chevy.

Hlliot flicked on the overhead light and studied the map, then handed it to Tina "I think | can find it
without any trouble. But if | get logt, youll be the navigator.”

"Aye, aye, Ceptain.”

He snapped off the overhead light and reached for the gearshift.

With adigtant click, thelight that he had just turned off now turned itsdf on.

He looked at Tina, and she met his eyes.

He dlicked off the light again.

Immediatdy it switched on.

"Here we go," Tinasaid.

Theradio came on. The digitd station indicator began to sweep across the frequencies. Split-second
blasts of music, commercids, and disc jockeys voices blared sensdesdy out of the speakers.

"It's Danny,” Tinasaid.

The windshield wipers started thumping back and forth at top speed, adding their metronomical beat
to the chaos ingde the Chevy.



The heedlights flashed on and off so rapidly that they created a stroboscopic effect, repestedly
"freezing’ the fdling snow, o that it appeared as if the white flakes were descending to the ground in
short, jerky steps.

Thear indde the car was hitterly cold and growing colder by the second.

Bliot put hisright hand againg the dashboard vent. Heat was pushing out of it, but the air temperature
continued to plunge.

The glove compartment popped open.

The ashtray did out of its niche.

Tinalaughed, clearly ddighted.

The sound of her laughter startled Hlliot, but then he had to admit to himsdf that he did not fed
menaced by the work of this poltergeist. In fact, just the opposite was true. He sensed that he was
witnessng a joyous display, a wam greeting, the excited wedcome of a child-ghost. He was
overwhemed by the astonishing notion that he could actudly fed goodwill in the air, a tangible radiation
of love and affection. A not unpleasant shiver raced up his spine. Apparently, this was the same
agonishing awareness of being buffeted by waves of love that had caused Tinas laughter.

She sad, "Were coming, Danny. Hear me if you can, baby. We're coming to get you. Were
coming.”

The radio switched off, and so did the overhead light.

The windshield wipers stopped thumping.

The headlights blinked off and stayed off.

Stillness

Slence

Scattered flakes of snow collided softly with the wind-shield.

Inthe car, the ar grew warm again.

Hliot said, "Why does it get cold every time he uses his ... psychic abilities?"

"Who knows? Maybe he's able to move objects by harnessing the heat energy in the ar, changing it
somehow. Or maybe it's something else dtogether. Well probably never know. He might not understand
it himsdf. Anyway, that isnt important. What's important is that my Danny is alive. Theré's no doubt
about that. Not now. Not anymore. And | gather from your question, you've become a bdliever too."

"Yesh," Hlliot said, dill mildy amazed by his own change of heart and mind. "Yeeh, | believe there's a
chance you'e right.”

"l know | am."

"Something extraordinary happened to that expedition of scouts. And something downright uncanny
has happened to your son."

"But at least he's not dead,” Tinasaid.

Bliot saw tears of hagppiness shiningin her eyes.

"Hey," he said worriedly, "better keep atight rein on your hopes. Okay? Weve got a long, long way
to go. We don't even know where Danny is or what shape he's in. We've got a gauntlet to run before we
can find him and bring him back. We might both be killed before we even get close to him." He drove
away from the airport. Asfar as he could tel, no one followed them.
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SUFFERING ONE OF HIS OCCASIONAL BOUTS OF claustrophobia, Dr. Carlton Dombey
fdt as though he had been swalowed dive and was trapped now in the devil's gut.
Deep indde the secret Sierra complex, three stories below ground levd, this room measured forty



feet by twenty. The low caling was covered with a spongy, pebbly, yelowish soundproofing, which gave
the chamber a peculiar organic qudity. Fluorescent tubes shed cold light over banks of computers and
over worktables laden with journals, charts, file folders, scientific instruments, and two coffee mugs

In the middle of the west wall—one of the two shorter walls—opposite the entrance to the room,
was a Sx-foot-long, three-foot-high window that provided a view of another space, which was only hdf
as large as this outer chamber. The window was constructed like a sandwich: Two one-inch-thick panes
of shatterproof glass surrounded an inch-wide space filled with an inert gas. Two panes of ironlike glass.
Stainless-gted frame. Four artight rubber seals—one around the both faces of each pane. This viewport
was designed to withstand everything from a gunshot to an earthquake; it was virtudly inviol-able.

Because it was important for the men who worked in the large room to have an unobstructed view of
the smdler inner chamber a dl times, four angled cdling vents in both rooms bathed the glass in a
continuous flow of warm, dry ar to prevent condensation and clouding. Currently the sysem wasn't
working, for three-quarters of the window was filmed with frost.

Dr. Carlton Dombey, a curly-haired man with a bushy mustache, stood at the window, blotting his
damp hands on his medica whites and peering anxioudy through one of the few frost-free patches of
glass. Although he was gruggling to cast off the seizure of claustrophobia that had gripped him, was
trying to pretend that the organic-looking ceiling wasn't pressing low over his head and that only open sky
hung above him instead of thousands of tons of concrete and stedl rock, his own panic attack concerned
him less than what was hgppening beyond the viewport.

Dr. Aaron Zachariah, younger than Dombey, clean-shaven, with straight brown hair, leaned over one
of the computers, reading the data that flowed across the screen. "The temperature's dropped thirty-five
degrees in there during the past minute and a hdf,” Zachariah said wor-riedly. "That can't be good for the
boy.”
"Bvay timeit's happened, it's never seemed to bother him," Dombey said.

" know, but—"

"Check out hisvitd sgns”

Zachariah moved to another bank of computer screens, where Danny Evanss heartbeat, blood
pressure, body temperature, and brainwave activity were congantly dis-played. "Heartbeat's normd,
maybe even dightly dower than before. Blood pressure's dl right. Body temp un-changed. But there's
something unusua about the EEG reading.”

"As there dways is during these cold sngps," Dombey said. "Odd brainwave activity. But no other
indication he'sin any discomfort.”

"If it stays cold in there for long, well have to it up, go in, and move him to another chamber,”
Zachariah said.

"There isn't one avallable)” Dombey said. "All the others are full of test animds in the middle of one
experiment or another.”

"Then well have to move the animds. The kid's alot more important than they are. Theré's more data
to be gotten from him."

He's more important because he's a human being, not because he's a source of data, Dombey
thought angrily, but he didn't voice the thought because it would have identified him as a dissdent and as
apotentia security risk.

Instead, Dombey said, "We won't have to move him. The cold spdl won't last.”" He squinted into the
gmdler room, where the boy lay motionless on a hospitdl bed, under a white sheet and ydlow blanket,
traling monitor wires. Dombey's concern for the kid was greater than his fear of being trapped
underground and buried dive, and findly his attack of claustrophobia diminished. "At least it's never
lasted long. The temperature drops abruptly, stays down for two or three minutes, never longer then five,
and then it rises to normd again.”

"What the devil is wrong with the engineers? Why can't they correct the problem?’

Dombey said, "They ingg the system checks out per-fectly.”

"Bullshit."

"Therés no mafunction. So they say.”



"Like hdl there isnt!" Zachariah turned away from the video displays, went to the window, and found
hisown spot of clear glass. "When this started a month ago, it wasn't that bad. A few degrees of change.
Once anight. Never during the day. Never enough of a variaion to threaten the boy's hedth. But the last
few days it's gotten completely out of hand. Again and again, we're getting these thirty- and forty-degree
plungesin the air temperature in there. No mafunction, my asd"

"I hear they're bringing in the origind design team,” Dombey said. "Those guysll spot the problemin a
minute”

"Bozos" Zachariah said.

"Anyway, | don't see what you're so riled up about. We're supposed to be testing the boy to
degtruction, aren't we? Then why fret about his hedth?'

"Surdy you can't mean that,” Zachariah said. "When hefindly dies, well want to know for sure it was
the injections that killed him. If he's subjected to many more of these sudden temperature fluctuations,
well never be cer-tain they didn't contribute to his degth. 1t won't be clean research.”

A thin, humorless laugh escaped Carlton Dombey, and he looked away from the window. Risky as it
might be to express doubt to any colleague on the project, Dombey could not control himsdf: "Clean?
Thiswhole thing was never clean. It was adirty piece of business right from the sart.”

Zachariah faced him. "Y ou know I'm not talking about the mordity of it."

"Butl am.”

"I'm talking about dinicd standards.”

"I redlly don't think | want to hear your opinions on ether subject,” Dombey said. "I've got a splitting
head-ache."

"I'm judt trying to be conscientious,” Zachariah said, dmaost pouting. ™Y ou can't blame me because the
work isdirty. | don't have much to say about research policy around here."

"You don't have anything to say about it," Dombey told him bluntly. "And neither do I. We're low
men on the totem pole. That's why we're stuck with night-shift, baby-gtting duty like this”

"BEvenif | werein charge of meking palicy,” Zachariah said, "I'd take the same course Dr. Tamaguchi
has. Hell, he had to pursue this research. He didn't have any choice but to commit the inddlation to it
once we found out the damn Chinese were deeply into it. And the Russians giving them a hand to earn
some foreign currency. Our new friends the Russans. What a joke. Welcome to the new Cold War. It's
Chinds nagty little project, remember. All were doing is just playing catch-up. If you have to blame
someone because you're feding guilty about what we're doing here, then blame the Chinese, not me”

"l know. | know," Dombey said wearily, pushing one hand through his bush of curly hair. Zachariah
would report their conversation in detall, and Dombey needed to assume a more balanced postion for
the record. "They scare me sure enough. If there's any government on earth capable of usng a wegpon
like this, it's them—or the North Koreans or the Iragis. Never a shortage of lunatic regimes. We don't
have any choice but to maintain a srong defense. | redly believe that. But sometimes . . . | wonder.
While were working so hard to keep ahead of our enemies, aren't we perhaps becoming more like
them? Aren't we becoming a totditarian state, the-very thing we say we despise?’

"Maybe"

"Maybe" Dombey said, though he was sure of it.

"What choice do | have?'

"None, | guess."

"Look," Zachariah said.

"What?"

"Thewindow's clearing up. It must be getting warm in there aready."

The two scientists turned to the glass again and peered into the isolation chamber.

The emaciated boy stirred. He turned his head toward them and stared a them through the raled
Sdes of the hospitd bed in which he lay.

Zachariah said, "Those damn eyes.”

"Pendlrating, aren't they?"

"The way he stares . . . he gives me the cregps some-times. Thereé's something haunting about his



eyes”

"You're jus feding guilty,” Dombey said.

"No. It's more then that. His eyes are strange. They aren't the same as they were when he fird came
inhere a year ago."

"Theres pain in them now," Dombey said sadly. "A lot of pain and londiness”

"Morethan that,” Zachariah said. "There's something in those eyes . . . something there isnt any word
for."

Zachariah walked away from the window. He went back to the computers, with which he fdt
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FOR THE MOST PART, RENO'S STREETS WERE CLEAN and dry in spite of a recent
showfdl, though occasiond patches of black ice waited for the unwary motorist. Elliot Stryker drove
cautioudy and kept his eyes on the road.

"We should dmost be there” Tinasaid.

They traveled an additiond quarter of a mile before Luciano Bdlicodti's home and place of business
came into dght on the left, beyond a black-bordered dgn that grandi-osdly stated the nature of the
sarvice that he provided: FUNERAL DIRECTOR AND GRIEF COUNSELOR. It was an immense,
pseudo-Colonid house, perched prominently on top of a hill, on a three- or four-acre property, and
conveniently next door to alarge, nondenominationad cemetery. The long driveway curved up and to the
right, like a width of black funerd bunting draped across the risng, snow-shrouded lavn. Stone posts
and softly glowing electric lamps marked the way to the front door, and warm light radiated from severd
firgt-floor windows.

Bliot dmost turned in at the entrance, but at the last moment he decided to drive by the place.

"Hey," Tinasad, "that wasit."

" know."

"Why didn't you stop?"

"Sorming right up to the front door, demanding answers from Belicosti—that would be emationdly
stidying, brave, bold—and stupid.”

"They can't be waiting for us, can they? They don't know werein Reno."

"Never underestimate your enemy. They underestimated me and you, which is why weve gotten this
far. We're not going to make the same migtake they did and wind up back in their hands."

Beyond the cemetery, he turned left, into aresdentid street. He parked at the curb, switched off the
headlights, and cut the engine.

"What now?" she asked.

"I'm going to wak back to the funerd home. I'll go through the cemetery, circle around, and
approach the place from the rear.”

"We will approach it from the rear," she said.

"No."

"Ves"

"Youll wait here" he inssted.



"No way."

Pde light from a street lamp pierced the windshield, reveding a hard-edged determingtion in her face,
gedy resolution in her blue eyes.

Although he redlized that he was going to lose the argument, Elliot said, "Be reasonable. If there's any
trouble, you might get in the way of it."

"Now redly, Ellict, tak sense. Am | the kind of woman who gets in the way?"

"Therés eight or ten inches of snow on the ground. Y ou aren't wearing boots."

"Neither are you."

"If they've anticipated us, set atrap at the funerd home—"

"Then you might need my hdp," she said. "And if they haven't set a trap, I've got to be there when
you question Bdlicodi.”

"Ting, we're just wadting time sitting here—"

"Wadting time. Exactly. I'm glad you see it my way." She opened her door and climbed out of the
car.

He knew then, beyond any shadow of a doubt, that he loved her.

Suffing the silencer-equipped pigtal into one of his deep coat pockets, he got out of the Chevy. He
didn't lock the doors, because it was possible that he and Tina would need to get into the car in a hurry
when they returned.

In the graveyard, the snow came up to the middle of Elliot's calves. It soaked his trousers, caked in
his socks, and mdted into his shoes.

Tina, wearing rubber-soled sneakers with canvas tops, was urdy as miserable as he was. But she
kept pace with him, and she didn't complain.

The raw, damp wind was stronger now than it had been a short while ago, when they'd landed at the
arport. It swept through the graveyard, fluing between the headstones and the larger monuments,
whigpering a promise of more snow, much more than the meager flurriesit now carried.

A low stone wdl and aline of house-high spruce separated the cemetery from Luciano Bdlicodti's
property. Elliot and Tina dimbed over the wdl and stood in the tree shadows, sudying the rear approach
to the funerd home.

Tina didn't have to be told to remain slent. She waited beside him, arms folded, hands tucked into
her armpits for warmth.

Blliot was worried about her, afraid for her, but at the same time he was glad to have her company.

The rear of Bdlicodti's house was dmost a hundred yards away. Even in the dim light, Elliot could see
the fringe of icides hanging from the roof of the long back porch. A few evergreen shrubs were clustered
near the house, but none was of sufficent Sze to conceal a man. The rear windows were blank, black; a
sentry might be standing behind any of them, invisblein the darkness.

Hliot strained his eyes, trying to catch a glimpse of move-ment beyond the rectangles of glass, but he
saw nathing suspicious.

There wasn't much of a chance that a trgp had been set for them so soon. And if assassins were
wating here, they would expect ther prey to approach the funerd home boldly, confidently.
Consequently, their attention would be focused largely on the front of the house.

Inany case, he couldn't stand here dl night brooding about it.

He stepped from beneeth the shdltering branches of the trees. Tina moved with him.

The bitter wind was a lash. It skimmed crystas of snow off the ground and spun the singing cold
flecks at their reddened faces.

Hliat fdt naked as they crossed the luminescent snow fidd. He wished that they weren't wearing such
dark clothes. If anyone did glance out a back window, he would spot the two of them ingantly.

The crunching and squesking of the snow under their feet seemed horrendoudy loud to him, though
they actudly were making little noise. He was just jumpy.

They reached the funerd home without incident.

For afew seconds they paused, touching each other briefly, gathering their courage.

Hlliat took the pistol out of his coat jacket and held it in his right hand. With his left hand, he fumbled



for the two safety catches, released them. His fingers were iff from the cold. He wondered if held be
able to handle the weapon properly if the need arose.

They dipped around the corner of the building and moved sedthily toward the front.

At the firg window with light behind it, Elliot stopped. He motioned for Tinato stay behind him, close
to the house. Cautioudy he leaned forward and peeked through a narrow gap in a partly closed Vendtian
blind. He nearly cried out in shock and darm & what he saw insde.

A dead man. Naked. Sitting in a bathtub full of bloody water, saring a something fearsome beyond
the vell between this world and the next. One arm trailed out of the tub; and on the floor, as if it had
dropped out of hisfingers, was a razor blade.

Bliat stared into the flat dead gaze of the pasty-faced corpse, and he knew that he was looking at
Ludano Bdlicodi. He dso knew that the funerd director had not killed himsdf. The poor man's
blue-lipped mouth hung in a permanent gape, asif he were trying to deny dl of the accusations of suicide
thet were to come.

Hliot wanted to take Tina by the am and hudtle her back to the car. But she sensed that held seen
something important, and she wouldn't go eesly until she knew what it was. She pushed in front of him.
He kept one hand on her back as she leaned toward the window, and he fdt her go rigid when she
glimpsad the dead man. When she turned to Elliot again, she was dearly ready to get the hdl out of there,
without questions, without argument, without the dightest delay.

They had taken only two steps from the window when Elliot saw the snow move no more than
twenty feet from them. It wasn't the gauzy, insubgstantid tirring of wind-blown flakes, but an unnatura
and purposeful rigng of an entire mound of white. Inginctively he whipped the pigtal in front of him and
squeezed off four rounds. The slencer was s0 effective that the shots could not be heard above the
brittle, papery rustle of the wind.

Crouching low, trying to make as smdl a target of himsdf as possible, Hliot ran to where he had seen
the snow move. He found a man dressed in awhite, insulated ski suit. The stranger had been lying in the
snow, watching them, waiting; now he had a wet hole in his chest. And a chunk of his throat was gone.
Evenin the dim, illusory light from the surrounding snow, Elliot could see that the sentry's eyes were fixed
inthe same unseeing gaze that Bellicogti was even now directing at the bathroom window.

At least one killer would be in the house with Bellicogti's corpse. Probably more than one.

At least one man had been waiting out here in the snow.

How many others?

Where?

Hliot scanned the night, his heart dutching up. He expected to see the entire white-shrouded lawvn
begin to move and rise in the forms of ten, fifteen, twenty other assassns.

But dl was ill.

He was briefly immohilized, dazed by his own ability to strike so fast and so violently. A warm,
animd satisfaction rose in him, which was not an entirdy welcome feding, for he liked to think of himsdf
as advilized man. At the same time, he was hit by a wave of revulson. His throat tightened, and a sour
taste suddenly overwhelmed him. He turned his back on the man whom he had killed.

Tina was a pae apparition in the snow. "They know we're in Reno,” she whispered. "They even
knew we were coming here."

"But they expected us through the front door." He took her by the arm. "Let's get out of here"

They hurriedly retraced their path, moving away from the funerd home. With every step he took,
Blliot expected to hear a shot fired, a cry of darm, and the sounds of menin pursuit of quarry.

He helped Tina over the cemetery wall, and then, dambering after her, he was sure that someone
grabbed his coat from behind. He gasped, jerked loose. When he was across the wall, he looked back,
but he couldn't see anyone.

Evidently the people in the funeral home were not aware that their man outside had been diminated.
They were dill waiting patiently for their prey to wak into the trap.

Hliat and Tina rushed between the tombstones, kicking up clouds of snow. Twin plumes of
crystdlized bresth trailed behind them, like ghosts.



When they were nearly hdfway across the graveyard, when Hlliot was postive they weren't being
pursued, he stopped, leaned againg a tdl monument, and tried not to take such huge, deep gulps of the
panfully cold ar. An image of his victim's torn throat exploded in his memory, and a shock wave of
nausea overwhelmed him.

Tinaput a hand on his shoulder. "Are you dl right?'

"I killed him."

"If you hadn't, he would have killed us"

"l know. Jugt the same.. . . it makes me Sck.”

"I would have thought . . . whenyou wereintheamy . . "

"Yegh," he sad softly. "Yeah, I've killed before. But like you said, that was in the army. This wasn't
the same. That was soldiering. This was murder.” He shook his head to clear it. "Il be okay." He tucked
the pistal into his coat pocket again. "It was just the shock.”

They embraced, and then she said, "If they knew we were flying to Reno, why didn't they follow us
from the airport? Then they would have known we weren't going to walk in the front door of Bellicodti's
place”

"Maybe they figured I'd spot atal and be spooked by it. And | guess they were so sure of where we
were headed, they didn't think it was necessary to keep a close watch on us. They figured there wasn't
anywhere ese we could go but Bellicodti's funerd home.™

"Let's get back to the car. I'm freezing.”

"Metoo. And we better get out of the neighborhood before they find that guy in the snow.”

They followed ther own footprints out of the cemetery, to the quiet resdentia street where the rented
Chevrolet was parked in the wan light of the Street lamp.

As Hlliot was opening the driver's door, he saw move-ment out of the corner of his eye, and he
looked up, aready sure of what he would see. A white Ford sedan had just turned the corner, moving
dowly. It drifted to the curb and braked abruptly. Two doors opened, and a pair of tal, darkly dressed
men climbed out.

Blliot recognized them for what they were. He got intc the Chevy, dammed the door, and jammed the
key into the ignition.

"We have been followed," Tinasaid.

"Yeeh" He switched on the engine and threw the car in gear. "A transponder. They mugt have just
now homed inon it

He didn't hear a shot, but a bullet shattered the rear sde window behind his head and dammed into
the back of the front seat, Soraying gummy bits of safety glass through the car.

"Head down!" Elliot shouted.

He glanced back.

The two men were approaching at a run, dipping on the snow-spotted pavement.

Hliat ssamped on the accelerator. Tires squeding, he pulled the Chevy away from the curb, into the
dreet.

Two dugs ricocheted off the body of the car, each trailing away with a brief, high-pitched whine.

Bliot hunched low over the whed, expecting a bullet through the rear window. At the corner, he
ignored the stop sign and swung the car hard to the left, only tapping the brakes once, severdly testing the
Chevy's suspension.

Tinaraised her head, glanced at the empty street behind them, then looked at Elliot. "Transponder.
What's that? Y ou mean we're bugged? Then well have to abandon the car, won't we?

"Not until we've gotten rid of those clowns on our tal," he said. "If we abandon the car with them so
close, they'll run us down fast. We can't get away on foot."

“Then what?"

They arrived a another intersection, and he whipped the car to theright. "After | turn the next corner,
Il stop and get out. You be ready to dide over and take the whed."

"Where are you going?'

"Il fade back into the shrubbery and wait for them to come around the corner after us. You drive on



down the street, but not too fast. Give them a chance to see you when they turn into the street. Theyll be
looking at you, and they won't see me"

"We shouldn't split up.”

"It's the only way."

"But what if they get you?'

"They won't."

"I'd be adone then."

"They won't get me. But you have to move fadt. If we stop for more than a couple of seconds, itll
show up on their receiver, and they might get suspicious.”

He siwung right at the intersection and stopped in the middle of the new strest.

"Hliot, don't—"

"No choice." He flung open the door and scrambled out of the car. "Hurry, Tind"

He dammed the car door and ran to a row of evergreen shrubs that bordered the front lawvn of alow,
brick, ranch-style house. Crouching beside one of those bushes, huddling in the shadows just beyond the
crde of frogty light from a nearby street lamp, he pulled the pistol out of his coat pocket while Tina drove
avay.

As the sound of the Chevy faded, he could discern the roar of another vehicle, approaching fast. A
few seconds later the white sedan raced into the intersection.

Hliot stood, extending the pigtol in both hands, and snapped off three quick rounds. The fird two
clanged through sheet meta, but the third punctured the right front tire.

The Ford had rounded the corner too fast. Jolted by the blowout, the car careened out of control. It
soun across the street, jumped the curb, crashed through a hedge, destroyed a plaster birdbath, and
cameto rest in the middle of a snow-blanketed lawvn.

Hliot ran toward the Chevy, which Tina had brought to a stop a hundred yards away. It seemed
more like a hundred miles. His pounding footsteps were as thunderous as drum-beats in the quiet night
ar. At lagt he reached the car. She had the door open. He leaped in and pulled the door shut. "Go, go!™

She tramped the accelerator into the floorboards, and the car responded with a shudder, then a surge
of power.

When they had gone two blocks, he said, "Turn right at the next corner.” After two more turns and
another three blocks, he said, "Rull it to the curb. | want to find the bug they planted on us”

"But they can't follow us now," she said.

"They've dill got areceiver. They can watch our progress on that, even if they can't get their hands on
ustill another chase car catches up. | don't even want them to know what direction we went."

She stopped the car, and he got out. He fdt dong the inner faces of the fenders, around the tire wells,
where a transponder could have been stuck in place quickly and essly. Nothing. The front bumper was
cean too. Fndly he located the eectronics package: The dze of a pack of cigarettes, it was fixed
megneticdly to the underside of the rear bumper. He wrenched it loose, ssomped it repeatedly underfoot,
and pitched it away.

In the car again, with the doors locked and the engine running and the heater operating full-blagt, they
st in sunned silence, basking in the warm air, but shivering nonetheless.

Eventudly Tinasaid, "My God, they move fast!"

"We're dill one step ahead of them," Blliot said shakily.

"Hdf a gep.”

"That's probably more likeit," he admitted.

"Bdlicodi was supposed to give us the information we need to interest a topnotch reporter in the
case”

"Not now."

"S0 how do we get that informetion”?”

"Somehow,” he said vagudly.

"How do we build our case?'

"Well think of something.”



"Who do we turn to next?

"It isn't hopeless, Tina"

"I didn't say it was. But where do we go from here?’

"We can't work it out tonight,” he said wearily. "Not in our condition. Were both wiped out,
operating on sheer desperation. That's dangerous. The best decison we can make is to make no
decisons a dl. Weve got to hole up and get some rest. In the morning well have clearer heads, and the
answerswill dl seem obvious.”

"You think you can actudly deep?’

"Hdl, yes. It's been a hard day's night.”

"Where will we be safe?"

"WEell try the purloined letter trick,” Hlliot said. "Instead of snesking around to some out-of-the-way
motel, well march right into one of the best hotelsin town.”

"Harrah's?'

"Exactly. They won't expect us to be that bold. They'l tx searching for us everywhere dse.”

"It's risky."

"Can you think of anything better?"

"No."

"Everything isrisky."

"All right. Let's do it."

She drove into the heart of town. They abandoned the Chevrolet in a public parking lot, four blocks
from Harrah's.

"I wish we didn't have to give up the car,” Tinasaid as he took their only suitcase out of the trunk.

"They'll be looking for it."

They waked to Harrah's Hotel dong windy, neon-splashed streets. Even a 1:45 in the morning, as
they passed the entrances to casinos, loud music and laughter and the ringing of dot machines gushed
forth, not a merry sound at that hour, a regurgitant noise.

Although Reno didn't jump dl night with quite the same energy as Las Vegas, and dthough many
tourists had gone to bed, the casino at Harrah's was dill rdaivey busy. A young sailor apparently had a
run going a one of the craps tables, and a crowd of excited gamblers urged him to roll an eight and make
his point.

On this holiday weekend the hotd was offiddly booked to capacity; however, Elliot knew
accommodations were aways avallable. At the request of its casno manager, every hotd held a handful
of rooms off the market, just in case a few regular customers—high rollers, of course—showed up by
aurprise, with no advance notice, but with fat bankrolls and no place to say. In addition, some
reservartions were canceled at the last minute, and there were dways a few no-shows. A nesily folded
par of twenty-dollar bills, placed without ostentation into the hand of a front-desk clerk, was dmost
certain to result in the timdy discovery of a forgotten vacancy.

When Hlliat was informed that a room was available, after dl, for two nights, he sgned the
regigration card as "Hank Thomas" a dight twist on the name of one of his favorite movie stars; he
entered a phony Seettle address too. The clerk requested ID or amgor credit card, and Elliot told a sad
gory of being victimized by a pickpocket at the airport. Unable to prove his identity, he was required to
pay for both nights in advance, which he did, taking the money from a wad of cash hed suck in his
pocket rather than from the wallet that supposedly had been stolen.

He and Tina were given a spacious, pleasantly decorated room on the ninth floor.

After the belmen Ieft, Hlliot engaged the deadbolt, hooked the security chain in place, and firmly
wedged the heavy straight-backed desk char under the knob.

"It'slike a prison,” Tina said.

"Except we're locked in, and the killers are running around |oose on the outside.™

A short time later, in bed, they hed each other close, but neither of them had sex in mind. They
wanted nothing more than to touch and to be touched, to confirm for each other that they were il dive,
to fed safe and protected and cherished. Theirs was an animd need for affection and companionship, a



reaction to the desth and destruction that had filled the day. After encountering so many people with so
litle respect for humen life, they needed to convince themsdves that they redly were more than dust in
the wind.

After afew minutes he said, "Y ou were right.”

"About what?'

"About what you said lagt night, in Vegas"

"Refresh my memory.”

"You sad | was enjoying the chase."

"A part of you . . . deep down ingde. Yes, | think that's true.”

"I know itis" he said. "l can seeit now. | didn't want to believe it at firs."

"Why not? | didn't mean it negdivey.”

"I know you didnt. It's just that for more than fifteen years, I've led a very ordinary life, a workaday
life 1 was convinced | no longer needed or wanted the kind of thrills that | thrived on when | was
younger."

" don't think you do need or want them,” Tinasaid. "But now that you're in rea danger again for the
fird time in years, a part of you is responding to the chdlenge. Like an old athlete back on the playing
fidd after along absence, testing his reflexes, taking pride in the fact that his old kills are ill there.”

"It's more than that," Blliot said. "I think . . . deep down, | got a sck sort of thrill when | killed that

"Dont be so hard on yoursdf."

"I'm not. In fact, maybe the thrill wasn't so deep down. Maybe it was redly pretty near the surface.”

"Y ou should be glad you killed that bastard,” she said softly, squeezing his hand.

"Should 17"

"Liden, if | could get my hands on the people who're trying to keep us from finding Danny, | wouldn't
have any compunctions about killing them. None at dl. | might even take a certain pleasure in it. I'm a
mother lion, and they've solen my cub. Maybe killing them is the most naturd, admirable thing | could
do."

"So there's a bit of the beast indl of us. Is that it?"

"It's not just me that has a savage trapped indde.”

"But does that make it any more acceptable?’

"What's to accept?' she asked. "It's the way God made us. It's the way we were meant to be, 0
who'sto say it isnt right?'

"Maybe"

"If a man kills only for the pleasure of it, or if he kills only for an ided like some of these crackpot
revolutionaries you read about, that's savagery . . . or madness. What you've done is dtogether different.
Sdf-preservation is one of the most powerful drives God gave us. We're huilt to survive, even if we have
to kill someone in order to do it."

They were slent for awhile Then he said, "Thank you."

"I didn't do anything."

"You ligtened."
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KURT HENSEN, GEORGE ALEXANDER'S RIGHT-hand man, dozed through the rough flight
from Las Vegas to Reno. They were in a ten-passenger jet that belonged to the Network, and the
arcraft took a battering from the high-dtitude winds that blew across its assgned flight corridor. Hensen,



a powerfully built man with white-blond har and cat-yelow eyes, was arad of flying. He could only
manage to get on a plane after he had medicated himsdf. Asusud he nodded off minutes after the aircraft
lifted from the runway.

George Alexander was the only other passenger. He considered the reguisitioning of this executive jet
to be one of his mogt important accomplishments in the three years that he had been chief of the Nevada
bureau of the Network. Although he spent more than hdf his time working in his Las Vegas office, he
often had reason to fly to far points at the spur of the moment: Reno, Elko, even out of the state to Texas,
Cdifornia, Arizona, New Mexico, Utah. During the firs year, held taken commercid flights or rented the
sarvices of a trusworthy private pilot who could fly the conventiond twin-engine craft that Alexander's
predecessor had managed to pry out of the Network's budget. But it had seemed absurd and
shortsighted of the director to force a man of Alexander's postion to travel by such rdaivey primitive
means. His time was enormoudy vauable to the country; his work was sendtive and often required
urgent decisons based upon first-hand examingion of information to be found only in distant places.
After long and arduous lobbying of the director, Alexander had at last been awarded this smdl jet; and
immediatdy he put two full-time pilots, ex-military men, on the payrall of the Nevada bureau.

Sometimes the Network pinched pennies to its disadvan-tage. And George Lincoln Stanhope
Alexander, who was an her to both the fortune of the Pennsylvania Alexanders and to the enormous
wedlth of the Delaware Stanhopes, had absolutely no patience with people who were penurious.

It was true that every dollar had to count, for every dollar of the Network's budget was difficult to
come by. Because its exisence must be kept secret, the organization was funded out of misdirected
gppropriations meant for other government agencies. Three hillion dollars, the largest angle part of the
Network's yearly budget, came from the Department of Hedth and Wdfare. The Network had a
deep-cover agent named Jacklin in the highest policy-making ranks of the Hedth bureaucracy. It was
Jacklin's job to concelve new welfare programs, convince the Secretary of Hedlth and Welfare that those
programs were needed, sl them to the Congress, and then establish convincing bureau-cratic shells to
conced the fact that the programs were utterly phony; and as federd funds flowed to these fadse-front
operations, the money was diverted to the Network. Chipping three hillion out of Hedth was the least
risky of the Network's funding operations, for Hedth was so gigan-tic that it never missed such a petty
aum. The Department of Defense, which was less flush than Hedth and Wdfare these days, was
nevertheless aso quilty of waste, and it was good for a least another billion a year. Lesser amounts,
ranging from only one hundred million to as much as hdf a hillion, were secretly extracted from the
Department of Energy, the Department of Education, and other government bodies on an annud basis.

The Network was financed with some difficulty, to be sure, but it was undeniably well funded. An
executive jet for the chief of the vitd Nevada bureau was not an extrava-gance, and Alexander believed
his improved performance over the past year had convinced the old man in Washington that this was
money wdl spent.

Alexander was proud of the importance of his position. But he was aso frustrated because so few
people were aware of his great importance.

At times he envied his father and his uncles. Most of them had served their country openly, in a
supremey vigble fashion, where everyone could see and admire their sdfless public-spiritedness.
Secretary of Defense, Secretary of State, the Ambassador to France .. . in pogtions of that nature, a
men was appreciated and respected.

George, on the other hand, hadn' filled a post of genuine stature and authority until Sx years ago,
when he was thirty-six. During his twenties and early thirties, he had labored at a variety of lesser jobs for
the government. These diplomatic and intdlligence-gathering assgnments were never an inault to his family
name, but they were aways minor postings to embassies in amdler countries like Icdand and Ecuador
and Tonga, nothing for which The New York Times would deign to acknowledge his existence.

Then, Sx years ago, the Network had been formed, and the Presdent had given George the task of
developing a relidble South American bureau of the new intdligence agency. That had been exciting,
chdlenging, important work. George had been directly responsible for the expen-diture of tens of millions
of dollars and, eventudly, for the control of hundreds of agentsin a dozen countries. After three years the



President had declared himsdf delighted with the accomplishments in South America, and he had asked
George to take charge of one of the Network's domestic bureaus—Nevada—which had been terribly
mis-managed. This dot was one of the haf-dozen most powerful in the Network's executive hierarchy.
George was encour-aged by the President to believe that eventualy he would be promoted to the bureau
chief of the entire western hdf of the country—and then dl the way to the top, if only he could get the
floundering western divison functioning as amoathly as the South American and Nevada offices. In time
he would take the director's chair in Washington and would bear full responsbility for dl domestic and
foreign intelligence operations. With that title he would be one of the mogt powerful men in the United
States, more of a force to be reckoned with than any mere Secretary of State or Secretary of Defense
could hope to be.

But he couldn't tdl anyone about his achievements. He could never hope to receive the public acdlam
and honor that had been heaped upon other men in his family. The Network was clandestine and must
reman clandestine if it was to have any vaue. At least hdf of the people who worked for it did not even
redize it existed; some thought they were employed by the FBI; others were sure they worked for the
CIA; and dill others believed that they were in the hire of various branches of the Treasury Department,
induding the Secret Service. None of those people could compromise the Network. Only bureau chiefs,
their imme-diate Saffs, station chiefsin mgor cities, and senior fidd officers who had proved themsdves
and thar loyaty—only those people knew the true nature of their employers and their work. The moment
thet the news media became aware of the Network's existence, dl was log.

As he sat in the dimly lighted cabin of the fan-jet and watched the clouds racing below, Alexander
wondered what his father and his undes would say if they knew that his service to his country had often
required him to issue kill orders. More shocking dill to the senghilities of patrician Easterners like them:
on three occasions, in South America, Alexander had been in a position where it had been necessary for
him to pull the assassin's trigger himsalf. He had enjoyed those murders so immensdy, had been so
profoundly thrilled by them, that he had, by choice, per-formed the executioner's role on hdf a dozen
other assgn-ments. What would the dder Alexanders, the famous statesmen, think if they knew held
soiled his hands with blood? As for the fact that it was sometimes his job to order other men to kill, he
supposed hisfamily would understand. The Alexanders were dl idedists when they were discuss-ing the
way things ought to be, but they were dso hardheaded pragmatists when deding with the way things
actudly were. They knew that the worlds of domestic military security and internationd espionage were
not children's playgrounds. George liked to believe that they might even find it in their hearts to forgive
him for having pulled the trigger himsdif.

After dl, he had never killed an ordinary dtizen or a person of red worth. His targets had dways
been spies, traitors, more than a few of them had been cold-blooded killers themsdlves. Scum. He had
only killed scum. It wasn't a pretty job, but it also wasn't without a measure of red dignity and heroism.
At leadt that was the way George saw it; he thought of himsdf as heroic. Yes, he was sure that his father
and uncles would give him their blessngs—if only he were permitted to tel them.

The jet hit an especidly bad patch of turbulence. It yawed, bounced, shuddered.

Kurt Hensen snorted in his deep but didn't wake.

When the plane settled down once more, Alexander looked out the window at the milky-white,
moonlit, femi-nine roundness of the clouds below, and he thought of the Evans woman. She was quite
lovdy. Her file folder was on the seat besde him. He picked it up, opened it, and stared a her
photograph. Quite lovely indeed. He decided he would kill her himsdf when the time came, and that
thought gave him an indant erection.

He enjoyed killing. He didn't try to pretend otherwise with himsdf, no matter what face he had to
present to the world. All of his life, for reasons he had never been able to fully ascertain, he had been
fascinated by death, intrigued by the form and nature and possibilities of it, enthraled by the study and
theory of its meaning. He consdered himsdf a messenger of degth, a divindy appointed headsman.
Murder was, in many ways, more thrilling to him than sex. His taste for violence would not have been
tolerated for long in the old FBI—perhaps not even in the new, thoroughly paliticized FBI—or in many
other congressondly moni-tored police agencies. But in this unknown organization, in this secret and



incomparably cozy place, he thrived.
He closed his eyes and thought about Chrisina Evans.
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IN TINA'S DREAM, DANNY WAS AT THE PAR END OF A long tunnd. He was in chains,
gtting in the center of a amdl, wel-lighted cavern, but the passageway that led to him was shadowy and
reeked of danger. Danny cdled to her again and again, begging her to save him before the roof of his
underground prison caved in and buried him dive. She started down the tunnd toward him, determined
to get hm out of there—and something reached for her from a narrow deft in the wal. She was
peripherdly aware of a soft, firdike glow from beyond the cleft, and of a mysterious figure silhouetted
agand that reddish backdrop. She turned, and she was looking into the grinning face of Desgth, as if he
were peering out at her from the bowels of Hel. The crimson eyes. The shriveled flesh. The lacework of
maggots on his cheek. She cried out, but then she saw that Death could not quite reach her. The hole in
thewdl was not wide enough for him to step through, into her passageway; he could only thrust one arm
a her, and his long, bony fingers were an inch or two short of her. Danny began cdling again, and she
continued down the dusky tunnd toward him. A dozen times she passed chinks in the wdl, and Degth
glared out a her from every one of those apertures, screamed and cursed and raged a her, but none of
the holes was large enough to dlow him through. She reached Danny, and when she touched him, the
chansfdl magicdly away from hisarms and legs. She said, "'l was scared.” And Danny said, "I made the
holesin the wdls smdler. | made sure he couldn't reach you, couldn't hurt you."

At eight-thirty Friday morning Tina came awake, amiling and excited. She shook Hliot urtil she woke
him.

Blinking deepily, he sat up. "What's wrong?"

"Danny just sent me another dream.”

Taking in her broad amile, he said, "Obvioudy, it wasn't the nightmare.”

"Not a dl. Danny wants us to come to him. He wants us just to wak into the place where they're
keeping him and take him out.”

"Wed be killed before we could reach him. We can't just chargein like the cavary. Weve got to use
the media and the courts to free him."

" don't think s0."

"The two of us can't fight the entire organization that's behind Kennebeck plus the saff of some secret
military research center.”

"Danny’'s going to make it safe for us™ she said confi-dently. "He's gaing to use this power of his to
hdp us get in there."

"Thet isn't possible”

"You said you believed."

"I do," Hlliot said, yawning and dretching eaborately. "I do believe. But . . . how can he hdp us?
How can he guarantee our safety?"

"I don't know. But that's what he was tdling mein the dream. I'm sure of it."

She recounted the dream in detail, and Elliot admitted that her interpretation wasn't strained.

"But even if Danny could somehow get usin," he said, "we don't know where they're kegping him.
This secret ingdlaion could be anywhere. And maybe it doesn't even exis. And if it does exig, they
might not be holding him there anyway."

"It exigts, and that's where heis™ she said, trying to sound more certain than she actudly was.

She was within reach of Danny. She fdt dmogt as if she had him in her arms again, and she didn't



want anyone to tdl her that he might be a hair's breadth beyond her grasp.

"Okay," Elliot said, wiping a the corners of his deep-matted eyes. "Let's say this secret inddlation
exigs. That doesn't hep usawhole hdl of alot. It could be anywhere in those mountains™

"No," she said. "It has to be within afew miles of where Jaborski intended to go with the scouts.”

"Okay. That's probably true. But that covers a hdl of alot of rugged terrain. We couldn't begin to
conduct a thorough search of it."

Tinds confidence couldn't be shaken. "Danny will pin-point it for us™"

"Danny's going to tdl us where he is?'

"Hes gaing to try, | think. | sensed that in the dream.”

"How's he going to do it?'

"l don't know. But | have this feding that if we just find Some way . . . Some means of focusng his
energy, chan-ndingit . . "

She stared at the tangled bedclothes as if she were searching for ingpiration in the creases of the
linens Her expresson would have been appropriate to the face of a gypsy fortune-teler peering with a
clarvoyant frown & tea leaves.

"Magpd" she sad suddenly.

"What?"

"Dont they publish terrain maps of the wilderness areas? Backpackers and other nature lovers would
need them. Not minutely detailed things. Bascdly maps that show the lay of the land—Hhills, vadleys, the
courses of rivers and streams, footpaths, abandoned logging tralls, that sort of thing. I'm sure Jaborski
hed maps. | know he did. | saw them at the parent-son scout meeting when he explained why the trip
would be perfectly sfe”

"l suppose any sporting-goods store in Reno ought to have maps of &t least the nearest parts of the
Seras”

"Maybe if we can get a mgp and spread it out . . . wdl, maybe Danny will find a way to show us
exactly where heis”

"How?"

"I'm not sure yet." She threw back the covers and got out of bed. "Let's get the maps firg. Well
worry about the rest of it later. Come on. Let's get showered and dressed. The stores will be open in an
hour or s0."

Because of the foul-up at the Bdlicogti place, George Alexander didn't get to bed until fivethirty
Friday morning. Still furious with his subordinates for letting Stryker and the woman escape again, he had
difficulty getting to deep. He findly nodded off around 7:00 A.M.

At ten o'clock he was awakened by the telephone. The director was caling from Washington. They
used an eec-tronic scrambling device, so they could speak candidly, and the old man was furious and
characteridticaly blunt.

As Alexander endured the director's accusations and demands, he redized that his own future with
the Network was at stake. If hefaled to stop Stryker and the Evans woman, his dream of assuming the
director's chair in afew years would never become aredity.

After the old man hung up, Alexander cdled his own office, in no mood to be told that Elliot Stryker
and Chridina Evans were 4ill a large. But that was exactly what he heard. He ordered men pulled off
other jobs and assigned to the manhurt.

"I want them found before another day passes,” Alex-ander said. "That bastard's killed one of us
now. He can't get away with that. | want him diminated. And the bitch with him. Both of them. Dead.”
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TWO SPORTING-GOODS STORES AND TWO GUN shops were within easy waking distance
of the hotdl. The first sporting-goods dedler did not carry the maps, and athough the second usudly had
them, it was currently sold out. Elliot and Tina found what they needed in one of the gun shops. a et of
twelve wilderness maps of the Sierras, designed with backpackers and huntersin mind. The set cameina
leatherette-covered case and sold for a hundred dollars.

Back in the hotel room, they opened one of the maps on the bed, and Elliot said, "Now what?"

For amoment Tina considered the problem. Then she went to the desk, opened the center drawer,
and withdrew a folder of hotd dtationery. In the folder was a cheap plagtic bdlpoint pen with the hotel
name on it. With the pen, she returned to the bed and sat beside the open map.

She said, "People who believe in the occult have athing they cal ‘automatic writing.' Ever hear of it?'

"Sure. Spirit writing. A ghost supposedly guides your hand to ddiver a message from beyond.
Always sounded like the worst sort of bunkum to me”

"W, bunkum or not, I'm going to try something like that. Except, 1 don't need a ghogt to guide my
hand. I'm hoping Danny can do it."

"Don't you have to bein atrance, like amedium at a seance?"

"I'm just going to completely relax, make mysdf open and receptive. I'll hold the pen againg the map,
and maybe Danny can draw the route for us"

Hliot pulled a chair beside the bed and sat. "I don't believe for a minute it's going to work. Totadly
nuts. But I'll be as quiet as amouse and giveit a chance.”

Tina stared at the map and tried to think of nothing but the gppeding greens, blues, yelows, and
pinks that the cartog-raphers had used to indicate various types of terrain. She alowed her eyes to svim
out of focus.

A minute passed.

Two minutes. Three.

Shetried dosing her eyes.

Anocther minute. Two.

Nothing.

She turned the map over and tried the other Sde of it.

Sill nothing.

"Give me another map,” she said.

Hliot withdrew another one from the leatherette case and handed it to her. He refolded the firg map
as she unfolded the second.

Hdf an hour and five maps later, Tinds hand suddenly skipped across the paper as if someone had
bumped her arm.

She fdt a peculiar pulling sensation that seemed to come from within her hand, and she giffened in
urprise.

Ingantly the invasive power retreated from her.

"What was that?' Blliot asked.

"Danny. He tried."

"You're sure?!

"Pogtive. But he startled me, and | guess even the little bit of resstance | offered was enough to push
hm away. At least we know thisisthe right map. Let metry again.”

She put the pen at the edge of the map once more, and she let her eyes drift out of focus.

The ar temperature plummeted.

Shetried not to think about the chill. She tried to banish all thoughts.

Her right hand, in which she held the pen, grew rgpidly colder than any other part of her. She fdt the



unpleasant, inner pulling again. Her fingers ached with the cold. Abruptly her hand siwung across the map,
then back, then described a series of circles; the pen made meaningless scrawls on the paper. After hdf a
minute, she fdt the power leave her hand again.

"No good,” she said.

The map flew into the air, asif someone had tossed it in anger or frudtration.

Hliot got out of his chair and reached for the map—but it spun into the air again. It flapped naisly to
the other end of the room and then back again, findly faling like a dead bird onto the floor at Elliot's fedt.

"Jesus" he sad softly. "The next time | read a tory in the newspaper about some guy who says he
was picked up in aflying saucer and taken on a tour of the universe, | won't be so quick to laugh. If | see
many more inanimate objects dancing around, I'm going to start bdieving in everything, no matter how
fresky."

Tina got up from the bed, massaging her cold right hand. "I guess I'm offering too much resistance.
But it feds so weird when he takes contral . . . | can't hdp diffening alittle. | guess you were right about
needing to be in atrance.”

"I'm afraid | can't hdp you with that. I'm a good cook, but I'm not a hypnotig.”

She blinked. "Hypnossl Of course! That'll probably do the trick.”

"Maybe it will. But where do you expect to find a hypnotist? The lagt time | looked, they weren't
Setting up shops on treet corners.”

"Billy Sandstone,”" she said.

"Who?"

"He's a hypnotist. He livesright here in Reno. He has a stage act. It's a brilliant act. | wanted to use
hmin Magyck!, but he was tied up in an exclusve contract with a chain of Reno-Tahoe hotds. If you
can get hold of Billy, he can hypnotize me. Then maybe I'll be rdlaxed enough to make this automatic
writing work."

"Do you know his phone number?'

"No. And it's probably not listed. But | do know his agent's number. | can get through to him that
way."

She hurried to the telephone.
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BILLY SANDSTONE WAS IN HIS LATE THIRTIES, AS grdl and lean as a jockey, and his
watchword seemed to be "nestness.” His shoes shone like black mirrors. The creases in his dacks were
as sharp as blades, and his blue sport shirt was starched, crisp. His hair was razor-cut, and he groomed
his mustache so meticuloudy that it dmost appeared to have been painted on his upper lip.

Billy's dining room was negt too. The table, the chairs, the credenza, and the hutch dl glowed warmly
because of the prodigious amount of furniture polish that had been buffed into the wood with even more
vigor than he had employed when shining his dezzling shoes. Fresh roses were arranged in a cut-crystal
vasein the center of the table, and clean lines of light gleamed in the exquisite glass. The draperieshung in
perfectly measured folds. An entire bettalion of nitpickers and fussbudgets would be hard-pressed to find
aspeck of dugt in this room.

Blliot and Tina spread the map on the table and sat down across from each other.

Billy said, "Automatic writing is bunk, Chrigina. Y ou must know that.”

"I do, Billy. I know that."

"Wadl, then—"

"But | want you to hypnotize me anyway."



"Y ou're alevelheaded person, Ting" Billy said. "Thisredly doesn't seem like you.”

"I know," she said.

"If you'd just tdl me why. If you'd tdl me what thisisdl about, maybe | could help you better.”

"Billy," she said, "if | tried to explain, we would be here dl afternoon.”

"Longer," Hlliot said.

"And we don't have much time” Tinasaid. "A lot's at stake here, Billy. More than you can imegine”

They hadn't told him anything about Danny. Sandstone didn't have the faintest idea why they were in
Reno or what they were seeking in the mountains

Hliot said, "I'm sure this seems ridiculous, Billy. You're probably wondering if I'm some sort of
lundtic. Y ou're wondering if maybe I've messed with Tinas mind."”

"Which ddfinitdly isn't the case,” Tinasaid.

"Right," Hlliot said. "Her mind was messed up. before | ever met her.”

The joke seemed to relax Sandstone, as Hlliot had hoped it would. Lunatics and just plain irrationd
people didn't intentiondly try to amuse.

Hliot said, "I assure you, Billy, we haven't logt our marbles. And this is a matter of life and death.”

"ltredly is" Tinasad.

"Okay," Billy said. "You don't have time to tdl me about it now. I'll accept that. But will you tdl me
one day when you aren't in such a damn rush?'

"Absolutdy,” Tinasaid. "I'l tdl you everything. Just please, please, put mein atrance.”

"All right,”" Billy Sandstone said.

He was wearing a gold sgnet ring. He turned it around, so the face of it was on the wrong Sde—the
palm sde—of hisfinger. He hed his hand in front of Tinas eyes.

"Keep your eyes on the ring and ligen only to my voice"

"Wait a second,” she said.

She pulled the cap off the red fdt-tip pen that Blliot had purchased at the hotd newsstand just before
they'd caught ataxi to Sandstone's house. Elliot had suggested a change in the color of ink, so they would
be able to tdl the difference between the meaningless scribbles that were dready on the mgp and any
new marks that might be made.

Putting the point of the pen to the paper, Tinasad, "Okay, Billy. Do your Suff."

Hliot was not sure when Tina dipped under the hypno-tist's spell, and he had no idea how this
smooth mesmerism was accomplished. All Sandstone did was move one hand dowly back and forth in
front of Tinas face, Imultaneoudy spesking to her in a quiet, rhythmic voice, frequently usng her name.

Hliot dmogt fdl into a trance himsdf. He blinked his eyes and tuned out Sandstone's melodious voice
when he redized that he was succumbing to it.

Tina stared vacantly into space.

The hypnotist lowered his hand and turned his ring around as it belonged. "You're in a deep deep,
Tina"

"Yes"

"Your eyes are open, but you are in a deep, deep deep.”

"Yes"

"Youwill stay inthat deep deep until | tdl you to wake up. Do you understand?!

"Yes"

"Y ou will remain relaxed and receptive.”

"Yes"

"Nathing will sartle you."

"No."

"You aren't redly involved in this. Y ou're just the method of transmission—like a telephone.”

"Telephone," she said thickly.

"You will remain totdly passive until you fed the urge to use the pen in your hand.”

"All right."

"When you fed the urge to use the pen, you will not resist it. Y ou will flow with it. Understood?”
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"You will not be bothered by anything Elliot and | say to each other. You will respond to me only
when | speak directly to you. Understood?’
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"Now . . . open yoursdf to whoever wants to speak through you."
They waited.

A minute passed, then another.

Billy Sandstone watched Tina intently for a while, but a last he shifted impatiently in his chair. He
looked at Hlliot and said, "I don't think this spirit writing Suff is—"

The map rustled, drawing thair attention. The corners curled and uncurled, curled and uncurled, again
and again, like the pulse of aliving thing.

The arr was colder.

The map stopped curling. The rusling ceased.

Tinalowered her gaze from the empty ar to the map, and her hand began to move. It didn't swoop
and dart uncon-trollably this time it crept carefully, hesitantly across the paper, leaving a thin red line of
ink like a thread of blood.

Sandstone was rubbing his hands up and down his ams to ward off the steadily deepening chill that
had gripped the room. Frowning, glancing up at the hedting vents, he started to get out of his chair.

Hliot said, "Don't bother checking the air-conditioning. It isnt on. And the heat hasn't falled ether.”

"What?"

"The cold comes from the ... spirit," Hlliot said, deciding to stick with the occult terminology, not
wanting to get bogged down in the red story about Danny.

"Soirit?!

"Yes"

"Whose irit?'

"Could be anyone's."

"Are you serious?’

"Pretty much."

Sandstone stared a him asif to say, You 're nuts, but are you dangerous?

Hlliot pointed to the map. "See?'

As Tinds hand moved dowly over the paper, the corners of the map began to curl and uncurl again.

"How is she doing that?' Sandstone asked.

"Sheidt.”

"The ghog, | suppose.”

"That'sright."

An expression of pain settled over Billy's face, as if he were suffering genuine physicd discomfort
because of Hlliot's beief in ghosts. Apparently Billy liked his view of the world to be as neat and
uncluttered as everything ese about him; if he started bdieving in ghosts, hed have to reconsider his
opinions about alot of other things too, and then life would become intolerably messy.

Hlliot sympathized with the hypnotist. Right now he longed for therigidly structured routine of the law
office, the negtly ordered paragraphs of legd casebooks, and the timeless rules of the courtroom.

Tina let the pen drop from her fingers. She lifted her gaze from the map. Her eyes remained
unfocused.

"Are you finished?" Billy asked her.

"Yes

"Areyou sure?'

"Yes

With a few smple sentences and a sharp clap of his hands, the hypnotist brought her out of the
trance.

She blinked in confusion, then glanced down at the route that she had marked on the map. She
gmiled at Hlliot. "It worked. By God, it worked!"



"Apparently it did."

She pointed to the terminus of the red line. "That's where he is, Elliot. That's where they're keeping
him."

"It's not going to be easy getting into country like thet,” Elliot said.

"We can do it. Well need good, insulated outdoor clothes. Boots. Snowshoes in case we have to
wak very far in open country. Do you know how to use snowshoes? It can't be that hard.”

"Hold on," Hlliot said. "I'm dill not convinced your dream meant what you think it did. Based on what
you said happened init, | don't see how you reach the conduson that Danny's going to help us get into
the ingdlation. We might get to this place and find we can't dip around its defenses.”

Billy Sandstone looked from Tinato Elliot, baffled. "Danny? Y our Danny, Tina? But isnt he—"

Tina said, "Elliat, it wasn't only what happened in the dream that led me to this concluson. What |
felt init was far more important. | can't explain that part of it. The only way you could understand is if
you had the dream yoursdf. I'm sure he was tdling me that he could hep us get to him."

Hliot turned the map to be able to study it more closdly.

From the head of the table, Billy said, "But isnt Danny—"

Tinasad, "Hlliat, ligen, | told you he would show us where he's being kept, and he drew that route
for us. So far I'm batting a thousand. | dso fed he's gaing to help us get into the place, and | don't see
any reason why | should strike out on that one.”

"Itsjud . . . we'd be waking into their ams” Hlliot said.

"Whose ams?' Billy Sandstone asked.

Tinasad, "Hlliot, what happens if we stay here, hiding out until we can think of an aternative? How
much time do we have? Not much. They're going to find us sooner or later, and when they get their
hands on us, theyll kill us."

"Kill?' Billy Sandstone asked. "There's aword | don't like. It's right up there on the bad-word ligt
beside broccoli.”

"Weve gotten this far because weve kept moving and weve been aggressve” Tina sad. "If we
change our approach, if we suddenly get too cautious, thet'll be our downfdl, not our salvation.”

"You two sound like you're in awar," Billy Sandstone said uneesily.

"You're probably right,” Blliot told Tina "One thing | learned in the military was you have to stop and
regroup your forces oncein awhile, but if you stop too long, the tide will turn and wash right over you.”

"Should | maybe go ligen to the news?' Billy Sandstone asked. "Is there a war on? Have we
invaded France?"

To Tina, Elliot said, "What €lse will we need besides thermd dothing, boots, and snowshoes?"

"A Jeep,” she sad.

"That'satdl order."

"What about a tank?' Billy Sandstone asked. "Going to war, you might prefer atank.”

Tinasad, "Don't be glly, Billy. A Jeep isdl we need.”

"Jud trying to be helpful, love. And thanks for remem-bering | exig.”

"A Jeep or an Explore—anything with four-whed drive," Tina told Elliot. "We don't want to wak
farther than necessary. We don't want to walk at dl if we can help it. There must be some sort of road
into the place, even if it's wel concedled. If were lucky, well have Danny when we come out, and he
probably won't be in any condition to trek through the Sierrasin the dead of winter."

"l have an Explorer,” Billy said.

"I guess | could have some money transferred from my Vegas bank,” Hlliot said. "But what if they're
watching my accounts down there? That would lead them to us fast. And since the banks are closed for
the holiday, we couldn't do anything until next week. They might find us by then.”

"What about your American Express card?' she asked.

"You mean, charge a Jeep?'

"There's no limit on the card, is there?"

"No. But—"

"l read a newspaper story once about a guy who bought a Rolls-Royce with his card. You can do



that sort of thing as long as they know for sure you're capable of paying the entire bill when it comes due
amonth later."

"It sounds crazy," Hlliot said. "But | guess we can try.”

"I have an Explorer,” Billy Sandstone said.

"Let's get the address of the locd dedership,” Tinasad. "Well seeif they'll accept the card.”

"I have an Explorer!" Billy said.

They turned to him, gtartled.

"I take my act to Lake Tahoe a few weeks every winter," Billy said. "You know whét it's like down
there this time of year. Snow up to your ass. | hate flying the Tahoe-Reno shuttle. The plan€'s so damn
amdl. And you know what a ticky-tacky arport they have a Tahoe. So | usudly just drive down the day
before | open. An Explorer's the only thing I'd want to take through the mountains on a bad day."

"Are you going to Tahoe soon?" Tina asked.

"No. | don't open until the end of the month.”

"Will you be needing the Explorer in the next couple of days?' Elliot asked.

"No."

"Can we borrow it?'

"Wdl .. .| guesss0."

Tinaleaned across the corner of the table, grabbed Billy's head in her hands, pulled his face to hers,
and kissed him. "Y ou're a lifesaver, Billy. And | mean thét literally.”

"I'magmdl cirdet of hard candy?"

"Maybe things are breaking right for us," Elliot said. "Maybe well get Danny out of there after dl.”

"Wewill," Tinasad. "l know it."

Therosesin the crystd vase twirled around like a group of spinning, redheaded bdlerinas.

Startled, Billy Sandstone jumped up, knocking over his chair.

The drapes drew open, did shut, drew open, did shut, even though no one was near the draw cords.

The chanddlier began to swingin alazy circle, and the dangling crystds cast prigmdtic patterns of light
onthe wadls

Billy stared, open-mouthed.

Bliat knew how disoriented Billy was feding, and he fdt sorry for the man.

After hdf aminute dl of the unnatural movement stopped, and the room rapidly grew warm again.

"How did you do that?' Billy demanded.

"Wedidnt," Tinasad.

"Not a ghog," Billy said adamantly.

"Not aghogt ether,” Hlliot said.

Billy said, "Y ou can borrow the Explorer. But firg you've got to tdl me what in hdl'sgoing on. | don't
care how much of ahurry you're in. You can a least tdl me alittle of it. Otherwise, I'm going to shrive
up and die of curiogty.”

Tina consulted Ellict. "Wdl?'

Hliot said, "Billy, you might be better off not knowing."

"Impossible”

"Weé're up againg some damn dangerous people. If they thought you knew about them—"

"Look," Billy said, "I'm not just a hypnotist. I'm some-thing of a magician. That's redly wha | most
wanted to be, but | didn't redly have the kill for it. So | worked up this act built around hypnotism. But
magic—that's my one great love. | just have to know how you did that trick with the drapes, the roses.
And the corners of the map! | just have to know."

Ealier thismorning it had occurred to Hlliat that he and Tina were the only people who knew that the
officid story of the Sierras accident was a lie. If they were killed, the truth would die with them, and the
cover-up would con-tinue. Congdering the high price that they had paid for the patheticdly insufficent
information they had obtained, he couldnt tolerate the prospect of dl their pain and fear and anxiety
having been for naught.

Hliot said, "Billy, do you have a tape recorder?’



"Sure. It's nothing fancy. It's alittle one | carry with me. | do some comedy linesin the act, and | use
the recorder to develop new materid, correct problems with my timing."

"It doesn't have to be fancy,” Hlliot said. "Jugt so it works. WEell give you a condensed verson of the
gory behind dl of this, and well record it as we go. Then I'll mal the tape to one of my law partners.” He
shrugged. "Not much insurance, but better than nothing.”

"Il get the recorder,” Billy said, hurrying out of the dining room.

Tinafolded the map.

"It's nice to see you gmiling again,” Hlliot said.

"I mug be crazy," she said. "We 4ill have dangerous work ahead of us. We're dill up againg this
bunch of cutthroats. We don't know what well walk into in those mountains. So why do | fed terific dl
of asudden?'

"You fed good,” Elliot said, "because we're not running anymore. We're going on the offensve. And
foolhardy as that might be, it does alot for a person’s self-respect.”

"Can a couple of people like us redly have a chance of winning when we're up againg something as
big as the government itsdf?"

"Wadl," Elliot said, "I happen to believe that individuas are more apt to act responsbly and mordly
then inditutions ever do, which at least puts us on the side of justice. And | dso believe individuds are
adways smarter and better adapted to survivd, at least in the long run, than any indtitution. Let's just hope
my philosophy doesn't turn out to be half-baked.”

At one-thirty Kurt Hensen came into George Alexander's office in downtown Reno. "They found the
car that Stryker rented. It'sin a public lot about three blocks from here.”

"Usad recently?' Alexander asked.

"No. The engines cold. There's thick frost on the windows. It's been parked there overnight.”

"He's not supid,” Alexander said. "He's probably aban-doned the damn thing.”

"You want to put a watch on it anyway?"

"Better do that," Alexander said. "Sooner or later they'll make a mistake. Coming back to the car
might be it. | don't think so. But it might.”

Hensen left the room.

Alexander took a Vdium out of atin that he carried in his jacket pocket, and he washed it down with
aswdlow of hot coffee, which he poured from the dlver pot on his desk. This was his second pill since
held gotten out of bed just three and a hdf hours ago, but he dill fdt edgy.

Stryker and the woman were proving to be worthy opponents.

Alexander never liked to have worthy opponents. He preferred them to be soft and easy.

Where were they?
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THE DECIDUOUS TREES, STRIPPED OF EVERY LEAF, appeared to be charred, as if this
particular winter had been more severe than others and as cataclyamic as a fire. The evergreens—pine,
spruce, fir, tamarack—were flocked with snow. A brisk wind spilled over the jagged horizon under a
low and menacing sky, sngpping ice-hard flurries of snow againg the windshidd of the Explorer.

Tinawas in awe of—and disquieted by—the satdy forest that crowded them asthey drove north on
the narrowing county road. Even if she had not known that these deep woodlands harbored secrets



about Danny and the deaths of the other scouts, she would have found them mysterious and unnervingly
primeva.

She and Hlliot had turned off Interstate 80 a quarter of an hour ago, fallowing the route Danny had
marked, crding the edge of the wilderness. On paper they were ill moving aong the border of the map,
with a large expanse of blues and greens on their left. Shortly they would turn off the two-lane blacktop
onto another road, which the map speci-fied as "unpaved, nondirt,” whatever that was.

After leaving Billy Sandstone's house in his Explorer, Tina and Elliot had not returned to the hotd.
They shared a premonition that someone decidedly unfriendly was waiting in their room.

Firg they had visted a sporting-goods store, purchasing two Gore-Tex/Thermolite sormsuits, boots,
snowshoes, compact tins of backpacker's rations, cans of Sterno, and other survivd gear. If the rescue
attempt went smoothly, as Tinas dream seemed to predict, they wouldn't have any need for much of
what they bought. But if the Explorer broke down in the mountains, or if another hitch developed, they
wanted to be prepared for the unexpected.

Hliot also bought a hundred rounds of hollow-point anmunition for the pistol. This wasn't insurance
agang the unforeseen; this was smply prudent planning for the trouble they could foresee dl too well.

From the sporting-goods store they had driven out of town, west toward the mountans At a
roadside restaurant, they changed clothes in the rest rooms. His insulated suit was green with white
gripes, hers was white with green and black stripes. They looked like a couple of skiers on thelr way to
the dopes.

Entering the formidable mountains, they had become aware of how soon darkness would settle over
the sheltered valeys and ravines, and they had discussed the wisdom of proceeding. Perhaps they would
have been smarter to turn around, go back to Reno, find another hotd room, and get a fresh start in the
morning. But neither wanted to delay. Perhaps the lateness of the hour and the fading light would work
agang them, but gpproaching in the night might actudly be to thelr advantage. The thing was—they had
momentum. They both fet as if they were on a good roll, and they didnt want to tempt fate by
postponing their journey.

Now they were on a narrow county road, moving steadily higher as the valey doped toward its
northern end. Plows had kept the blacktop clean, except for scattered patches of hard-packed snow that
filled the potholes, and snow was piled five or Sx feet high on both sides.

"Soon now," Tinasaid, glancing at the map that was open on her knees.

"Londy part of the world, it it?'

"You get the feding that dvilization could be destroyed while you're out here, and you'd never be
aware of it

They hadn't seen a house or other structure for two miles. They hadn't passed another car in three
miles

Twilight descended into the winter forest, and Elliot switched on the headlights.

Ahead, on the l€ft, a break appeared in the bank of snow that had been heaped up by the plows.
When the Explorer reached this gap, Blliot swung into the turnoff and stopped. A narrow and forbidding
track led into the woods, recently plowed but ill treacherous. It was little more than one lane wide, and
the trees formed atunnd around it, so that after fifty or Sxty fest, it disappeared into premature night. It
was unpaved, but a solid bed had been built over the years by the generous and repeated gpplication of
al and gravd.

"According to the map, we're looking for an 'unpaved, nondirt' road," Tinatold him.

"l guessthisisit.”

"Some sort of logging trail?'

"Looks more like the road they aways take in those old movies when they're on ther way to
Draculds cadtle”

"Thanks" she said.

"Sorry."

"And it doesn't help that you're right. It does look like the road to Draculas castle.”

They drove onto the track, under the roof of heavy evergreen boughs, into the heart of the forest.
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IN THE RECTANGULAR ROOM, THREE STORIES UNDER-ground, computers hummed and
murmured.

Dr. Carlton Dombey, who had come on duty twenty minutes ago, sat a one of the tables againg the
north wall. He was sudying a set of eectroencephalograms and digi-taly enhanced sonograms and X
rays.

After awhile he said, "Did you see the pictures they took of the kid's brain this morning?"

Dr. Aaron Zachariah turned from the bank of video displays. "I didn't know there were any.”

"Yeeh. A whole new series.”

"Anything interesting?"

"Yes" Dombey said. "The spot that showed up on the boy's parietal 1obe about sx weeks ago.”

"What about it?"

"Darker, larger.”

"Then it's definitdly a mdignant tumor?*

"Thet dill isn't clear.”

"Benign?'

"Cant say for sure either way. The spot doesn't have dl the spectrographic characterigtics of a
tumor."

"Could it be scar tissue?"

"Not exactly thet."

"Blood dot?'

"Definitdy not."

"Have we learned anything ussful?"

"Maybe" Dombey said. "I'm not sureif it's ussful or not." He frowned. "It's sure strange, though.”

"Dont kegp mein suspense," Zachariah said, moving over to the table to examine the tedts.

Dombey said, "According to the computer-assigned analy-Sis, the growth is consstent with the nature
of normd brain tissue"

Zachariah stared a him. "Come agan?'

"It could be a new lump of brain tissue," Dombey told him.

"But that doesn't make sense.”

" know."

"The brain doesn't dl of a sudden start growing new little nodes that nobody's ever seen before.”

"l know."

"Someone better run a maintenance scan on the com-puter. It has to be screwed up.”

"They did that this afternoon,” Dombey said, tgpping a pile of printouts that lay on the table.
"Everything's sup-posed to be functioning perfectly.”

"Jud like the hegting system in that isolation chamber is functioning properly,” Zachariah said.

Still poring through the test results, stroking his mustache with one hand, Dombey said, "Ligen to this
.. . the growth rate of the parietd spot is directly proportiond to the number of injections the boy's been
given. It appeared after hisfird series of shots 9x weeks ago. The more frequently the kid is reinfected,
the faster the parietd spot grows.™

"Then it must be atumor,” Zachariah said.

"Probably. They're going to do an exploratory in the morning.”

"Surgery?



"Yegh. Get atissue sample for a biopsy.”

Zachariah glanced toward the observation window of the isolation chamber. "Damn, there it goes
agan!"

Dombey saw that the glass was beginning to cloud again.

Zachariah hurried to the window.

Dombey stared thoughtfully at the spreading frost. He said, "You know something? That problem
with thewindow . . . if I'm not mistaken, it Sarted at the same time the parietd spot firgt showed up on
the X rays”

Zachariah turned to him. "So?!

"Doexn't that strike you as coincidenta ?*

"That's exactly how it strikes me. Coincidence. | fall to see any association.”

"Wadl . . . could the parietal spot have a direct connec-tion with the frost somehow?"

"What—you think the boy might be responsible for the changesin ar temperature?'

"Could he?!

"How?"

"I don't know."

"Wdl, you're the one who raised the question.”

"I don't know," Dombey said again.

"It doesn't make any sense” Zachariah said. "No sense at dl. If you keep coming up with weird
suggedtions like that, I'l have to run a maintenance check on you, Carl."
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THE OIL-AND-GRAVEL TRAIL LED DEEP INTO THE forest. It was remarkably free of ruts
and chuckholes for mogt of its length, dthough the Explorer scraped bottom a few times when the track
took sudden, sharp dips.

The trees hung low, lower, lower ill, until, a last, the ice-crusted evergreen boughs frequently
scraped across the roof of the Explorer with a sound like fingernails being drawn down a blackboard.

They passed a few dgns that told them the lane they were usng was kept open for the exdusve
benefit of federad and state wildife officers and researchers. Only authorized vehides were permitted, the
sgns warned.

"Could this secret inddlaion be disguised as awildife research center?' Elliot wondered.

"No," she said. "According to the map, that's nine miles into the forest on this track. Danny's
indructions are to take a turn north, off this lane, after abouit five miles™

"Weve gone dmog five miles snce we left the county road,” Elliot said.

Branches scraped across the roof, and powdery snow cascaded over the windshield, onto the hood.

As the windshield wipers cast the snow aside, Tina leaned forward, sguinting dong the headlight
beams. "Hold it! | think thisis what we're looking for."

He was driving a only ten miles an hour, but she gave him so little warning that he passed the turnoff.
He stopped, put the Explorer in reverse, and backed up twenty feet, until the headlights were shining on
thetrall that she had spotted.

"It haan't been plowed,” he said.

"But look at dl the tire marks."

"A lot of traffic's been through here recently.”

"Thisisit,” Tinasad confidently. "Thisis where Danny wants us to go."

"It's a damned good thing we have four-whed drive.”



He steered off the plowed lane, onto the snowy trail. The Explorer, equipped with heavy chains on its
big winter-tread tires, bit into the snow and chewed its way forward without hesitation.

The new track ran a hundred yards before rigng and turning sharply to the right, around the blunt face
of aridge. When they came out of this curve, the treesfdl back from the verge, and open sky lay above
for the firg time since they had departed the county blacktop.

Twilight was gone; night was in command.

Snow began to fadl more heavily—yet ahead of them, not asngle flake lay in their way. Bizarrdy, the
unplowed trail had led them to a paved road; steam rose from it, and sections of the pavement were even
dry.

"Heet coils embedded in the surface," Elliot said.

"Here in the middle of nowhere."

Stopping the Explorer, he picked up the pistal from the seat between them, and he flicked off both
safeties. He had loaded the depleted megazine earlier; now he jacked a bullet into the chamber. When he
put the gun on the seat again, it was ready to be used.

"We can dill turn back,” Tinasaid.

"Isthat what you want to do?"

"No."

"Nether do I."

A hundred and fifty yards farther, they reached another sharp turn. The road descended into a gully,
swvung hard to the left thistime, and then headed up again.

Twenty yards beyond the bend, the way was barred by a sted gate. On each sde of the gate, a
nine-foot-high fence, angled outward at the top and strung with wickedly sharp coils of razor wire,
stretched out of sght into the forest. The top of the gate was dso wrapped with razor wire.

A large 9gn stood to the right of the roadway, supported on two redwood posts:

PRIVATE PROPERTY
ADMISSION BY KEY CARD ONLY
TRESPASSERSWILL BE PROSECUTED

"They make it sound like someone's hunting lodge,” Tina said.

"Intentiondly, I'm sure. Now what? Y ou don't happen to have akey card, do you?'

"Danny will hdp," she said. "That's what the dream was dl about.”

"How long do we wait here?"

"Not long," she said as the gate svung inward.

"Il be damned.,”

The heated road stretched out of Sght in the darkness.

"Were coming, Danny," Tinasaid quietly.

"What if someone else opened the gate?’ Hlliot asked. "What if Danny didn't have anything to do with
it? They might just be letting usin so they can trap usinsde”

"It was Danny."

"You're so sure.”

"Wes"

He sghed and drove through the gate, which swung shut behind the Explorer.

The road began to dimb in earnest, hugging the dopes. It was overhung by huge rock formations and
by wind-sculpted cowls of snow. The sngle lane widened to two lanes in places and switchbacked up
the ridges, through more densdly packed strands of larger trees. The Explorer labored ever higher into
the mountains.

The second gate was one and a hdf miles past the fird, on a short length of straightaway, just over
the brow of ahill. It was not merdy a gate, but a checkpoint. A guard shack stood to the right of the
road, from which the gate was controlled.

Hlliot picked up the gun as he brought the Explorer to afull stop at the barrier.



They were no more than Sx or eight feet from the lighted shack, close enough to see the guard's face
as he scowled at them through the large window.

"He's trying to figure out who the devil we are)" Hlliot said. "He's never seen us or the Explorer, and
thisign't the sort of place where there's alot of new or unexpected traffic.”

Insde the hut, the guard plucked a telephone handset from the wall.

"Damn!" Hliat said. "Il haveto go for im."

AsHlliot started to open his door, Tina saw something that made her grab his arm. "Wait! The phone
doesn't work."

The guard dammed the receiver down. He got to his feet, took a coat from the back of his chair,
dipped into it, zippered up, and came out of the shack. He was carrying a submachine gun.

From dsaewherein the night, Danny opened the gate.

The guard stopped hdfway to the Explorer and turned toward the gate when he saw it moving,
unable to bdieve his eyes.

Bliot rammed his foot down hard on the accelerator, and the Explorer shot forward.

The guard swung the submachine gun into firing position as they swept past him.

Tinaraised her handsin an involuntary and totally usdess attempt to ward off the bullets.

But there were no bullets.

No torn metd. No shattered glass. No blood or pain.

They didn't even hear guntfire.

The Explorer roared across the straightaway and careened up the dope beyond, through the tendrils
of steam that rose from the black pavement.

Sill no gunfire.

Asthey swung into another curve, Hlliot wrestled with the whed, and Tina was acutely aware that a
great dark void lay beyond the shoulder of the road. Hlliot held the vehidle on the pavement as they
rounded the bend, and then they were out of the guard's line of fire. For two hundred yards ahead, until
the road curved once more, nothing threatening was in Sght.

The Explorer dropped back to a safer speed.

Hliot said, "Did Danny do dl of that?"

"He mug have"

"He jinxed the guard's phone, opened the gate, and jammed the submachine gun. What is this kid of
yours?'

Asthey ascended into the night, snow began to fdl hard and fast in sheets of fine, dry flakes.

After a minute of thought Tina said, "I don't know. | don't know what he is anymore. | don't know
what's happened to him, and | don't understand what he's become.™

Thiswas an unsdttling thought. She began to wonder exactly what sort of little boy they were going to
find at the top of the mountain.
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WITH GLOSSY PHOTOGRAPHS OF CHRISTINA Evans and Hliot Stryker, George
Alexander's men circu-lated through the hotdls in downtown Reno, talking with desk clerks, belmen, and
other employees. At four-thirty they obtained a strong, positive identification from amaid at Harrah's.

In room 918 the Network operatives discovered a chegp suitcase, dirty clothes, toothbrushes,
various toilery items— and deven maps in a leatherette case, which Elliot and Ting, in their haste and
weariness, evidently had overlooked.

Alexander was informed of the discovery at 5:05. By 5:40 everything that Stryker and the woman



hed |eft in the hotel room was brought to Alexander's office.

When he discovered the nature of the maps, when he redized that one of them was missng, and
when he discovered that the missng map was the one Stryker would need in order to find the Project
Pandora labs, Alexander fdt his face flush with anger and chagrin. "The nerve!”

Kurt Hensen was standing in front of Alexander's desk, picking through the junk that had been
brought over from the hotel. "What's wrong?'

"They've gone into the mountains. They're going to try to get into the laboratory,” Alexander said.
"Someone, some damn turncoat on Project Pandora, must have revealed enough about its location for
them to find it with just alittle help. They went out and bought maps, for God's sakel™

Alexander was enraged by the cool methodicalness that the purchase of the maps seemed to
represent. Who were these two people? Why weren't they hiding in a dark corner somewhere? Why
weren't they scared witless? Chrisina Evans was only an ordinary woman. An ex-showgirl! Alexander
refused to believe that a showgirl could be of more than average intelligence. And dthough Stryker had
done some heavy military service, that had been ages ago. Where were they getting their strength, their
nerve, thar endurance? It seemed as if they mugt have some advantage of which Alexander was not
aware. That had to be it. They had to have some advantage he didn't know about. What could it be?
What was their edge?

Hensen picked up one of the maps and turned it over in his hands. "I don't see any reason to get too
worked up about it. Even if they locate the man gate, they can't get any farther than that. There are
thousands of acres behind the fence, and the lab isright smack in the middle. They can't get closetoit, let
doreingsde”

Alexander suddenly redized what their edge was, what kept them going, and he sat up draight in his
chair. "They can get indde easly enough if they have a friend in there."

"Wha?"

"That's it!" Alexander got to his feet. "Not only did someone on Project Pandora tdl this Evans
woman about her son. That same traitorous bastard is dso up there in the labs right this minute, ready to
open the gates and doors to them. Some bastard stabbed usin the back. He's going to help the bitch get
her son out of therel"

Alexander dided the number of the military security office a the Serra lab. It neither rang nor
returned a busy sgnd; the line hissed emptily. He hung up and tried again, with the same resuilt.

He quickly dided the lab director's office. Dr. Tamagu-chi. No ringing. No busy sgnd. Just the
same, unsettling hiss.

"Something's happened up there" Alexander said as he dammed the handset into the cradle. 'The
phones are out."

"Supposed to be a new storm moving in" Hensen said. "It's probably dready snowing in the
mountains. Maybe the lines—"

"Useyour head, Kurt. Ther lines are underground. And they have a cdlular backup. No storm can
knock out dl communications. Get hold of Jack Morgan and tdl him to get the chopper ready. Well
meet him at the airport as soon as we can get there."

"Héll need hdf an hour anyway," Hensen said.

"Not a minute more then that."

"He might not want to go. The weether's bad up there.”

"I don't care if it's haling iron basketbdls,” Alexander said. "Were going up there in the chopper.
Thereisnt timeto drive, notime at dl. I'm sure of that. Something's gone wrong. Something's happening
a the labs right now."

Hensen frowned. "Bt trying to take the chopper in there a night . . . inthe middle of the torm . . ."

"Morgan's the best."

"It won't be essy."

"If Morgan wants to take it easy,” Alexander said, "then he should be flying one of the aerid rides at
Disneyland.”

"But it seems suicidd—"



"And if you want it easy,” Alexander said, "you shouldn't have come to work for me. This isn't the
Ladies Aid Society, Kurt."

Hensen's face colored. "I'll cal Morgan,” he said.

"Yes You do that."
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WINDSHIELD WIPERS BEATING AWAY THE SNOW, chain-wrapped tires danking on the
heated roadbed, the Explorer crested afind hill. They came over the rise onto a plateau, an enormous
sdf carved in the Sde of the mountain.

Bliat pumped the brakes, brought the vehicdle to a full stop, and unhappily surveyed the territory
ahead.

The plateau was basicdly the work of nature, but man's hand was in evidence. This broad shdlf in the
mountaingde couldn't have been as large or as regularly shaped in its naturd state as it was now: three
hundred yards wide, two hundred yards deep, dmogt a perfect rectangle. The ground had been rolled as
fla as an arfidd and then paved. Not a Sngle tree or any other szable object remained, nothing behind
which a man could hide. Tdl lampposts were arrayed across this featurdess plain, casting dim, reddish
light that was severdy directed downward to attract as little atention as possble from arcraft that
drayed out of the usud flight patterns and from anyone backpacking ese-where in these remote
mountains. Yet the wesk illumination that the lamps provided was apparently suffident for the security
cameras to obtain clear images of the entire plateau, because cameras were attached to every lamppog,
and not an inch of the area escaped their unblinking attention.

"The security people must be watching us on video monitors right now,” Blliot said glumly.

"Unless Danny screwed up their cameras” Tina said. "And if he can jam a submachine gun, why
couldn't he interfere with a closed-circuit tdlevison transmisson?'

"Y ou're probably right.”

Two hundred yards away, a the far 9de of the concrete fidd, stood a one-story windowless
building, approximately a hundred feet long, with a steeply pitched date roof.

"That musgt be where they're halding him," Elliot said.

"I expected an enormous structure, a gigantic complex.”

"It mogt likdly is enormous. You're seeing just the front wall. The place is built into the next step of
the mountain. God knows how far they cut back into the rock. And it probably goes down severa
dories too."

"All the way to Hdl."

"Could be."

He took hisfoot off the brake and drove forward, through sheeting snow stained red by the strange
light.

Jeeps, Land Rovers, and other four-whed drive vehicles— eght in al—were lined up in front of the
low building, side-by-side in the fdling snow.

"Doesnt look like there's alot of peopleingde™ Tinasaid. "I thought thered be alarge Saff.”

"Oh, thereis. I'm sure you're right about that too,” Hlliot said. "The government wouldn't go to dl the
trouble of hiding this joint out here just to house a handful of researchers or whatever. Most of them
probably live in the ingalaion for weeks or months at atime. They wouldn't want a lot of daly traffic
coming in and out of here on aforest road that's supposed to be used only by state wildlife officers. That
would draw too much attention. Maybe afew of the top people come and go regularly by helicopter. But
if this is a military operation, then most of the g&ff is probably assgned here under the same conditions



submarriners have to live with. They're dlowed to go into Reno for shore leave between cruises, but for
long stretches of time, they're confined to this 'ship.”

He parked beside a Jeep, switched off the headlights, and cut the engine.

The plateau was etheredly sSlent.

No one yet had come out of the building to chdlenge them, which most likdy meant that Danny had
jinxed the video security system.

Thefact that they had gotten this far unhurt didn't make Elliot fed any better about what lay ahead of
them. How long could Danny continue to pave the way? The boy appeared to have some incredible
powers, but he wasn't God. Sooner or later held overlook something. Hed make a mistake. Just one
mistake. And they would be dead.

"Wd," Tina said, unsuccesstully trying to concea her own anxiety, "we didn't need the snowshoes
after dl."

"But we might find a use for that coil of rope,” Hlliot said. He twisted around, leaned over the back of
the seat, and quickly fetched the rope from the pile of outdoor gear in the cargo hold. "Were sure to
encounter at least a couple of security men, no matter how clever Danny is. We have to be ready to kill
them or put them out of action some other way."

"If we have achoice” Tinasaid, "I'd rather use rope than bullets.”

"My sentiments exactly.” He picked up the pistal. "Let's see if we can get ingde.”

They stepped out of the Explorer.

Thewind was an animd presence, growling softly. It had teeth, and it nipped their exposed faces. On
its breath were sprays of snow likeicy spittle.

The only feature in the hundred-foot-long, one-story, windowless concrete facade was a wide sted
door. The imposng door offered neither a keyhole nor a keypad. There was no dot in which to put a
lock-deactivating ID card. Apparently the door could be opened only from within, after those seeking
entrance had been scrutinized by the camera that hung over the portal.

AsHliat and Tina gazed up into the camera lens, the heavy sed barrier rolled aside.

Wasit Danny who opened it? Elliot wondered. Or a grinning guard waiting to make an easy arrest?

A sted-waled chamber lay beyond the door. It was the Sze of a large devator cab, brightly lighted
and uninhab-ited.

Tina and Elliot crossed the threshold. The outer door did shut behind them—whoosh—making an
artight sedl.

A camera and two-way video communications monitor were mounted in the left-hand wal of the
vestibule. The screen was filled with crazily wigdling lines, asif it was out of order.

Besde the monitor was a lighted glass plate againgt which the vistor was supposed to place his right
hand, palm-down, within the exising outline of a hand. Evidently the inddlation's computer scanned the
prints of vigtors to veify their right to enter.

Hliat and Tina did not put their hands on the plate, but the inner door of the vedtibule opened with
another puff of compressed ar. They went into the next room.

Two uniformed men were anxioudy fidding with the control consoles benesth a series of twenty
wal-mounted video digplays. All of the screens were filled with wiggling lines

The youngest of the guards heard the door opening, and he turned, shocked.

Bliat pointed the gun a him. "Don't move"

But the young guard was the heroic type. He was wearing a S dearm—a mongtrous revolver—and he
was fagt with it. He drew, aimed from the hip, and squeezed the trigger.

Fortunately Danny came through like a prince. The revolver refused to fire.

Hliot didn't want to shoot anyone. ™Y our guns are useless,” he said. He was swesting in his Gore-Tex
auit, praying that Danny wouldn't let im down. "Let's make this as easy as we can.”

When the young guard discovered that his revolver wouldn't work, he threw it.

Hliot ducked, but not fast enough. The gun struck him adongsde the head, and he stumbled
backward againg the sted door.

Tinacried out.



Through sudden tears of pan, Elliot saw the young guard rushing him, and he squeezed off one
whisper-quiet shot.

The bullet tore through the guy's left shoulder and spun him around. He crashed into a desk, sending
apile of white and pink papers onto the floor, and then he fdl on top of the mess that he had made.

Blinking away tears, Hlliot pointed the pistol at the older guard, who had drawn his revolver by now
and had found that it didn't work ether. "Put the gun aside, St down, and don't make any trouble.”

"How'd you get in here?' the older guard asked, dropping his weapon as hed been ordered. "Who
areyou?'

"Never mind," Hliot said. "Jdust St down.”

But the guard was indgtent. "Who are you people?!

"Judice” Tinasad.

Fve minutes west of Reno, the chopper encountered snow. The flakes were hard, dry, and granular;
they hissed like driven sand across the Perspex windscreen.

Jack Morgan, the pilot, glanced at George Alexander and said, "Thiswill be hairy." He was wearing
night-vison goggles, and his eyes were invisble

"Jud alittle snow," Alexander said.

"A storm,” Morgan corrected.

"Youve flown in gorms before.”

"In these mountains the downdrafts and crosscurrents are going to be murderous.”

"Well makeit," Alexander said grimly.

"Maybe, maybe not,” Morgan said. He grinned. "But we're sure going to have fun trying!"

"You're crazy," Hensen said from his seat behind the pilot.

"When we were running operations againg the drug lords down in Colombia” Morgan said, "they
cdled me 'Bats, meaning | had bats in the befry." He laughed.

Hensen was holding a submachine gun across his lap. He moved his hands over it dowly, as if he
were caressng awoman. He closed his eyes, and in hismind he disas-sembled and then reassembled the
wespon. He had a queasy somach. He was trying hard not to think about the chopper the bad westher,
and the likelihood thet they would take along, swift, hard fdl into a remote mountain ravine.
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THE YOUNG GUARD WHEEZED IN PAIN, BUT AS FAR as Tina could see, he was not
mortaly wounded. The bullet had partidly cauterized the wound as it passed through. The hole in the
guy's shoulder was reassuringly clean, and it wasn't bleeding much.

"Youll live" Hliot said.

"I'm dying. Jesud™

"No. It hurts like hdl, but it isn't serious. The bullet didn't sever any mgor blood vessds.”

"How the hell would you know?' the wounded man asked, draining his words through clenched
teeth.

"If you lie dill, youll be dl right. But if you agitate the wound, you might tear a bruised vessd, and
then youll bleed to desth.”

"Shit," the guard said shakily.

"Undergand?' Elliot asked.



The man nodded. His face was pae, and he was swesting.

Hliat tied the older guard securdly to a chair. He didn't want to tie the wounded man's hands, so they
carefully moved him to a supply closet and locked himin there.

"How's your heed?' Tina asked Elliot, gently touching the ugly knot that had raised on his temple,
where the guard's gun had struck him.

Elliot winced. "Stings"

"It's going to bruise."

"Il bedl right," he said.

"Dizzy?"

"No."

"Seaing double?!

"No," he said. "I'm fine. | wasn't hit that hard. There's no concusson. Just a headache. Come on.
Let'sfind Danny and get him out of this place.

They crossed the room, passing the guard who was bound and gagged in his chair. Tina carried the
remaining rope, and Elliot kept the gun.

Opposite the diding door through which she and Blliot had entered the security room was another
door of more ordinary dimensons and congruction. It opened onto a junction of two hdlways, which
Tina had discovered afew minutes ago, just after Elliot had shot the guard, when she had peeked through
the door to seeif reinforcements were on the way.

The corridors had been deserted then. They were deserted now too. Slent. White tile floors. White
wadls. Harsh fluorescent lighting.

One passageway extended fifty feet to the left of the door and fifty feet to the right; on both sides
were more doors, dl shut, plus a bank of four evators on the right. The intersecting hal began directly in
front of them, across from the guardroom, and bored &t least four hundred feet into the mountain; a long
row of doors waited on each side of it, and other corridors opened off it as well.

They whispered:

"You think Danny is on this floor?"

"l don't know."

"Where do we start?'

"We can't just go around jerking open doors.”

"People are gaing to be behind some of them.”

"And the fewer people we encounter—"

"—the better chance we have of getting out dive"

They stood, indecisive, looking left, then right, and then straight ahead.

Ten feet away, a set of eevator doors opened.

Tina cringed back againg the corridor wall.

Hlliot pointed the pigtal at the lift.

No one got out.

The cab was a such an angle from them that they couldn't see who wasinit.

The doors closed.

Tina had the sickening feding that someone had been about to step out, had sensed their presence,
and had gone away to get hdp.

Even before Hlliot had lowered the pistal, the same set of eevator doors did open again. Then did
shut. Open. Shut. Open. Shut. Open.

Theair grew cold.

With asgh of rdief, Tinasad, "It's Danny. He's showing us the way."

Nevertheless, they crept cautioudy to the eevator and peered indgde gpprehengvely. The cab was
empty, and they boarded it, and the doors glided together.

According to the indicator board above the doors, they were on the fourth of four levels. The firg
floor was at the bottom of the Structure, the deepest underground.

The cab controls would not operate unless one fird inserted an acceptable ID card into a dot above



them. But Tinaand Elliot didn't need the computer's authorization to use the eevator; not with Danny on
thelr sde. The light on the indicator board changed from four to three to two, and the ar indde the lift
became so frigid that Tind's breath hung in clouds before her. The doors did open three floors below the
surface, on the next to the last levd.

They stepped into a hdlway exactly like the one they had Ieft updtairs.

The devator doors closed behind them, and around them the air grew warmer again.

Fve feet away, a door stood gar, and animaed conver-sation drifted out of the room beyond.
Men's and women's voices. Haf a dozen or more, judging by the sound of them. Indigtinct words.
Laughter.

Tinaknew that she and Elliot were finished if someone came out of that room and saw them. Danny
seemed able to work miracles with inanimate objects, but he could not control people, like the guard
upstairs, whom Hlliot had been forced to shoot. If they were discovered and con-fronted by a squad of
angry security men, Elliot's one pistol might not be enough to discourage an assault. Then, even with
Danny jamming the enemy’s wegpons, she and Elliot would be able to escape only if they daughtered
their way out, and she knew tha neither of them had the somach for that much murder, perhaps not even
in self-defense.

Laughter pedled from the nearby room again, and Elliot said softly, "Where now?!

"I don't know."

Thisleve was the same Sze as the one on which they entered the complex: more than four hundred
feet on one side, and more than one hundred feet on the other. Forty thousand or fifty thousand square
feet to search. How many rooms? Forty? Fifty? Sixty? A hundred, counting closets?

Jugt as she was beginning to despair, the air began to turn cold again. She looked around, waiting for
some dgn from her child, and she and Elliot twitched in surprise when the overhead fluorescent tube
winked off, then came on again. The tube to the I&ft of the firs one dso flickered. Then a third tube
sputtered, dill farther to the l€ft.

They followed the blinking lights to the end of the short wing in which the elevators were Stuated. The
corridor terminated in an artight sted door smilar to those found on submarines; the burnished metd
glowed softly, and light gleamed off the big round-headed rivets.

As Tina and Elliat reached that barrier, the whed-like handle in the center spun around. The door
cycled open. Because he had the pistol, Elliot went through first, but Tina was close behind him.

They were in a rectangular room approximately forty feet by twenty. At the far end a window filled
the center of the other short wal and apparently offered aview of a cold-storage vault; it was white with
frogt. To the right of the window was another artight door like the one through which they'd just entered.
On the left, computers and other equipment extended the length of the chamber. There were more video
disolays than Tina could count a a glance; most were switched on, and data flowed in the form of
graphs, charts, and numbers. Tables were arranged dong the fourth wall, covered with books, file
folders, and numerous ingtru-ments that Tina could not identify.

A curly-haired man with a bushy mustache sat at one of the tables. He was tdl, broad-shouldered, in
his fifties and he was wearing medicd whites. He was paging through a book when they burd in.
Anocther man, younger than the fird, clean-shaven, aso dressed in white, was Stting & a computer,
reeding the information that flashed onto the disdlay screen. Both men looked up, speechless with
amaze-ment.

Covering the strangers with the menacing, silencer-equipped pistol, Hlliot said, Tina, close the door
behind us. Lock it if you can. If security discovers we're here, a least they won't be able to get their
hands on us for awhile”

She swung the sted door shut. In spite of its tremendous weight, it moved more smoothly and essly
than an average door in an average house. She spun the whed and located a pin that, when pushed,
prevented anyone from turning the handle back to the unlocked position.

"Dong" she said.

Theman a the computer suddenly turned to the keyboard and started typing.

"Stop thet," Elliot advised.



But the guy wasn't going to stop urtil he had ingtructed the computer to trigger the darms.

Maybe Danny could prevent the darms from sounding, and maybe he could not, so Hlliot fired once,
and the display screen dissolved into thousands of splinters of glass.

The man cried out, pushed his wheded char away from the keyboard, and thrust to his feet. "Who
the hdl are you?'

"I'm the one who has the gun,” Elliot said sharply. "If that's not good enough for you, | can shut you
down the same way | did that damn machine. Now park your assin that chair before | blow your fuckin'
head off."

Tina had never heard Hlliot speak in this tone of voice, and his furious expresson was aufficient to
chill even her. He seemed to be utterly vicious and capable of anything.

The young man in white was impressed too. He sat down, pale.

"All right,”" Elliot said, addressing the two men. "If you cooperate, you won't get hurt." He waved the
barrel of the gun at the older man. "What's your name?’

"Cal Dombey."

"What're you doing here?"

"I work here" Dombey said, puzzled by the question.

"I mean, what's your job?"

"I'm aresearch scientig.”

"What science?'

"My degrees are in biology and biochemidry.”

Hliot pointed at the younger man. "What about you?"'

"What about me?' the younger one said sullenly.

Bliot extended his arm, lining up the muzze of the pigtal with the bridge of the guy's nose.

"I'm Dr. Zachariah," the younger man said.

"Biology?'

"Yes. Speddizing in bacteriology and virology."

Hlliot lowered the gun but il kept it pointed in their generd direction. "We have some questions, and
you two better have the answers.”

Dombey, who dearly did not share his associate's com-pulsion to play hero, remained docile in his
chair. "Ques-tions about what?"

Tina moved to HElliot's sde. To Dombey, she said, "We want to know what you've done to him,
where heis”

"Who?'

"My boy. Danny Evans™

She could not have said anything else that would have had a fraction as much impact on them as the
words she'd spoken. Dombey's eyes bulged. Zachariah regarded her as he might have done if she had
been dead on the floor and then miraculoudy risen.

"My God," Dombey said.

"How can you be here?' Zachariah asked. "You can't. You can't possibly be here”

"It seems possible to me" Dombey said. "In fact, dl of a sudden, it seems inevitable. | knew this
whole business was too dirty to end any way but disaster.” He sighed, asif a great weight had been lifted
from him. "I'll answer dl of your questions, Mrs. Evans”

Zachariah svung toward him. ™Y ou can't do that!"

"Oh, no?' Dombey said. "Widl, if you don't think | can, just St back and ligen. You're in for a
urprise.”

"You took a loydty oath,” Zachariah said. "A secrecy oath. If you tdl them anything abouit this . . .
the scanda . . . the public outrage . . . the release of military secrets . . ." He was sputtering. "Youll be a
traitor to your country."

"No," Dombey said. "Il be a traitor to this inddlation. I'l be a traitor to my colleagues, maybe. But
not to my country. My country's far from perfect, but what's been done to Danny Evans isnt something
thaa my country would approve of. The whole Dany Evans project is the work of a few



mega omaniacs.”

"Dr. Tamaguchi isnt amegdomaniac,” Dr. Zachariah said, asif genuindy offended.

"Of course he is" Dombey said. "He thinks he's a greet man of science, destined for immortdity, a
men of great works. And a lat of people around him, a lot of people protecting him, people in research
and peoplein charge of project security—they're dso megaomaniacs. The things done to Danny Evans
don't condtitute ‘great work.' They won't earn anyone immortdity. It's Sck, and I'm washing my hands of
it" He looked a Tinaagain. "Ask your questions.”

"No," Zachariah said. "Y ou damn fool."

Hliot took the remaning rope from Tina, and he gave her the pistol. "Il have to tie and gag Dr.
Zachariah, so we can ligen to Dr. Dombey's story in peace. If ether one of them makes a wrong move,
blow him away."

"Dont worry,” she said. "'l won't hestate."

"You're not going to tieme" Zachariah said.

Smiling, Elliot advanced on him with the rope.

A wadl of frigid ar fdl on the chopper and drove it down. Jack Morgan fought the wind, stabilized the
arcraft, and pulled it up only afew feet short of the treetops.

"Whoooooooeeeee!" the pilot said. "It's like bresking in awild horse." *,
In the chopper's brilliant floodlights, there was little to see but driving snow. Morgan had removed his
night-vison goggles.

"Thisis crazy," Hensen said. "We're not flying into an ordinary storm. It's a blizzard."

Ignoring Hensen, Alexander said, "Morgan, goddamn you, | know you can do it."

"Maybe" Morgan said. "l wish | was as sure as you. But | think maybe | can. What I'm going to do
ismake an indirect approach to the plateau, moving with the wind insteed of acrossiit. I'm going to cut up
this next valey and then swing back around toward the inddlaion and try to avoid some of these
crosscurrents. They're murder. It take us alittle longer that way, but a least well have afighting chance.
If the rotors don't ice up and cut out."

A paticularly fierce blast of wind drove snow into the windscreen with such force that, to Kurt
Hensen, it sounded like shotgun pellets.
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ZACHARIAH WAS ON THE FLOOR, BOUND AND gagged, glaing up a them with hate and
rage.

"Youll want to see your boy fird," Dombey said. "Then | can tdl you how he came to be here.”

"Whereishe?' Tina asked shakily.

"In the isolation chamber.” Dombey indicated the win-dow in the back wal of the room. "Come on."
He went to the big pane of glass, where only afew smdl spots of frost remained.

For amoment Tina couldn't move, afraid to see what they had done to Danny. Fear spread tendrils
through her and rooted her feet to the floor.

Bliat touched her shoulder. "Dont keep Danny waiting. He's been waiting a long time. He's been
cdling you for along time”

She took a step, then another, and before she knew it, she was at the window, beside Dombey.

A standard hospitdl bed stood in the center of the isolation chamber. It was ringed by ordinary



medica equipment aswel as by severd mysterious eectronic monitors.

Danny was in the bed, on his back. Most of him was covered, but his head, raised on a pillow, was
turned toward the window. He stared at her through the sde rails of the bed.

"Danny,” she said softly. She had the irrationd fear that, if she said his name loudly, the spell would
be broken and he would vanish forever.

His face was thin and sallow. He appeared to be older than twelve. Indeed, he looked like a little old
man.

Dombey, senang her shock, said, "He's emaciated. For the past Sx or seven weeks, he hasn't been
able to keep anything but liquids on his somach. And not alot of those."

Danny's eyes were strange. Dark, as dways. Big and round, as dways. But they were sunken, ringed
by un-hedthy dark skin, which was not the way they had dways been. She couldn't pinpoint what else
about his eyes made him so different from any eyes she had ever seen, but as she met Danny's gaze, a
shiver passed through her, and she fdt a profound and terrible pity for him.

The boy blinked, and with what appeared to be greet effort, a the cost of more than a little pain, he
withdrew one arm from under the covers and reached out toward her. His am was skin and bones, a
pathetic stick. He thrugt it between two of the dde rals and he opened his smdl week hand
beseechingly, reaching for love, trying desperately to touch her.

Her voice quivering, she said to Dombey, "I want to be with my boy. | want to hold him."

Asthe three of them moved to the airtight steel door that led into the room beyond the window, Elliot
sad, "Why ishein an isolation chamber? Is heill?!

"Not now," Dombey said, sopping a the door, tuning to them, evidently disturbed by wha he had
to tdl them. "Right now he's on the verge of darving to desth because it's been so long since he's been
able to keep any food on his somach. But he's not infectious. He has been very infec-tious, off and on,
but not at the moment. He's had a unique disease, a man-made disease created in the laboratory. He's
the only person who's ever survived it. He has a naurd antibody in his blood that helps him fight off this
paticular virus, even though it's an atifida bug. That's what fasci-nated Dr. Tameguchi. He's the head of
this inddlation. Dr. Tamaguchi drove us very hard until we isolated the antibody and figured out why it
was S0 effective againg the disease. Of course, when that was accomplished, Danny was of no more
sdentific vaue. To Tamaguchi, that meant he was of no vaue a dl ... except in the crudest way.
Tamaguchi decided to test Danny to destruction. For amogt two months they've been reinfecting his
body over and over again, letting the virus wear im down, trying to discover how many times he can lick
it before it findly licks him. You see, there's no permanent immunity to this disease. It's like strep throat
or the common cold or like cancer, because you can get it again and again . . . if you're lucky enough to
bedt it the fird time. Today, Danny just best it for the fourteenth time"

Tina gasped in horror.

Dombey said, "Although he gets weaker every day, for some reason hewins out over the virus faster
each time. But each victory drains him. The disease is killing him, even if indirectly. It's killing hm by
sapping his strength. Right now he's clean and uninfected. Tomorrow they intend to stick another dirty
needlein him."

"My God," Hlliot said softly. "My God."

Gripped by rage and revulsion, Tina Started at Dombey. "I can't believe whet | just heard.”

"Brace yoursdf,” Dombey said grimly. "You haven't heard hdf of it yet."

He turned away from them, spun the whed on the stedl door, and swung that barrier inward.

Minutes ago, when Tina had fird peered through the observation window, when she had seen the
frighteningly thin child, she had told hersdlf that she would not cry. Danny didn't need to see her cry. He
needed love and attention and protection. Her tears might upset him. And judging from his appearance,
she was concerned that any serious emotiond disturbance would literdly destroy him.

Now, as she approached his bed, she bit her lower lip so hard that she tasted blood. She struggled to
contain her tears, but she needed dl her willpower to keep her eyes dry.

Danny became excited when he saw her drawing near, and in spite of histerrible condition, he shakily
thrust himsdf into a gtting postion, dutching a the bed rals with one frall, trembling hand, eagerly



extending his other hand toward her.

She took the last few steps hdtingly, her heart pounding, her throat condricted. She was
overwhelmed with the joy of seeing him again but aso with fear when she redlized how hideoudy wasted
he was.

When their hands touched, his amdl fingers curled tightly around hers. He held on with a fierce,
desperate strength.

"Danny,” she said wonderingly. "Danny, Danny."

From somewhere deep insde of him, from far down benegth dl the pain and fear and anguish, Danny
found a amile for her. It wasn't much of a amile it quivered on his lips as if suganing it required more
energy then lifing a hundred-pound weight. It was such a tentative amile, such a vague ghost of dl the
broad warm amiles she remembered, thet it broke her heart.

"Mom."

Tina could hardly recognize his weary, cracking voice.

"Mom."

"It'sdl right," she said.

He shuddered.

"It'sdl over, Danny. It'sdl right now."

"Mom . ., Mom . . ." His face spasmed, and his brave amile dissolved, and an agonized groan
escaped him. "Oooo-hhhhh, Mommy . . "

Tina pushed down the railing and sat on the edge of the bed and carefully pulled Danny into her arms.
He was arag doll with only meager scraps of suffing, a fragile and timorous creature, nothing whatsoever
like the happy, vibrant, active boy that he had once been. At firg she was afraid to hug him, for fear he
would shatter in her embrace. But he hugged her very hard, and again she was surprised by how much
grength he could ill summon from his devas-tated body. Sheking vidently, suffling, he put his face
agang her neck, and she fdt his scalding tears on her skin. She couldn't control hersdlf any longer, so she
dlowed her own tears to come, rivers of tears, aflood. Putting one hand on the boy's back to press him
agand her, she discovered how shockingly spindly he was: each rib and vertebra so prominent that she
seemed to be halding a skeleton. When she pulled him into her lap, he trailed wires that led from
electrodes on hiskin to the monitoring machines around the bed, like an abandoned marionette. As his
legs came out from under the covers, the hospital gown dipped off them, and Tina saw tha his poor
limbs were too bony and fleshless to safely support him. Weeping, she cradled him, rocked him, crooned
to him, and told him that she loved him.

Danny was alive.
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JACK MORGAN'S STRATEGY OF FLYING WITH THE land ingtead of over it was a amashing
success. Alexander was increesngly confident that they would reach the ingd-lation unscathed, and he
was aware that even Kurt Hensen, who hated flying with Morgan, was cadmer now than he had been ten
minutes ago.

The chopper hugged the vdley floor, stresking north-ward, ten feet above an ice-blocked river, dill
forced to make its way through a snowfdl that nearly blinded them, but sheltered from the worst of the
sorm's turbulence by the wals of mammath evergreens tha flanked the river. Slvery, dmost luminous
the frozen river was an easy trall to follow. Occasiondly wind found the aircraft and pummeled it, but the
chopper bobbed and weaved like a good boxer, and it no longer seemed in danger of being dedt a
knockout punch.



"How long?' Alexander asked.

"Ten minutes. Maybe fifteen,” Morgan said. "Unless”

"Unlesswha?'

"Unless the blades cake up with ice. Unless the drive shaft and the rotor joints freeze.”

"Isthat likey?' Alexander asked.

"It's certainly something to think about,” Morgan said. "And there's dways the posshility I'l migudge
the terrain in the dark and ram usright into the sde of ahill."

"Youwont," Alexander said. "Y ou're too good."
"Wdl," Morgan said, "therés dways the chance Il screw up. That's what keeps it from getting
boring."

Tina prepared Danny for the journey out of his prison. One by one, she removed the eighteen
electrodes that were fixed to his head and body. When she gingarly pulled off the adhesive tape, he
whimpered, and she winced when she saw the rawness of his skin under the bandage. No effort had
been made to keep him from chafing.

While Tinaworked on Danny, Elliot questioned Carl Dombey. "What goes on in this place? Military
ressarch?’

"Yes" Dombey sad.

"Strictly biological wegpons?

"Biologicd and chemica. Recombinant DNA experi-ments. At any one time, we have thirty to forty
projects underway.”

"I thought the U.S. got out of the chemica and biologica weapons race along time ago.”

"For the public record, we did," Dombey said. "It made the paliticians look good. But in redity the
work goes on. It has to. Thisis the only fadlity of its kind we have. The Chinese have three like it. The
Russans . . . they're now supposed to be our new friends, but they keep developing bacteriologica
weapons, new and more virdlent srains of viruses, because they're broke, and thisis a lot cheaper than
other weapons systems. Irag has abig bio-chem warfare project, and Libya, and God knows who dse.
Lots of people out there in the rest of the world—they beieve in chemica and biologicd warfare. They
don't see anything immora about it. If they fdt they had some terrific new bug that we didn't know about,
something againgt which we couldn't retdiate in kind, they'd useit on us”

Hliot said, "But if racing to keep up with the Chinese—or the Russans or the Iragis—can create
gtuations like the one we've got here, where an innocent child gets ground up in the maching, then aren't
we just becoming mongters too? Aren't we letting our fears of the enemy turn us into them? And it
that just another way of loang the war?"

Dombey nodded. As he spoke, he smoothed the spikes of his mustache. "That's the same question
I've been wrestling with ever snce Danny got caught in the gears. The problem is that some flaky people
are attracted to thiskind of work because of the secrecy and because you redly do get a sense of power
from designing weapons that can kill millions of people. So megalomaniacs like Tamaguchi get involved.
Men like Aaron Zachariah here. They abuse their power, pervert ther duties. There's no way to screen
them out ahead of time. But if we closed up shop, if we stopped doing this sort of research just because
we were afraid of men like Tamaguchi winding up in charge of it, we'd be conceding so much ground to
our enemies that we wouldn't survive for long. | suppose we have to learn to live with the lesser of the
evils"

Tinaremoved an eectrode from Danny's neck, carefully peding the tape off his skin.

The child sill dung to her, but his degply sunken eyes were riveted on Dombey.

"I'm not interested in the philosophy or mordity of biologica warfare” Tina sad. "Right now | just
want to know how the hdl Danny wound up in this place.”

"To undergtand that,” Dombey said, "you have to go back twenty months. It was around then that a
Chinee scientist named Li Chen defected to the United States, carrying a diskette record of Chinas



mog important and dangerous. new biological wegpon in a decade. They cdl the suff "Wuhan-400
because it was developed a thar RDNA labs outsde of the city of Wuhan, and it was the
four-hundredith vigble strain of man-made microorganisms created at that research center.

"Wuhan-400 is a perfect weapon. It aflicts only human beings. No other living cresture can carry it.
And like syphilis, Wuhan-400 can't survive outside a living human body for longer than a minute, which
means it cant permanently contaminate objects or entire places the way anthrax and other virulent
microorganiams can. And when the hogt expires, the Wuhan-400 within him perishes a short while later,
as soon as the temperature of the corpse drops below eighty-9x degrees Fahrenhat. Do you see the
advan-tage of dl this?'

Tinawas too busy with Danny to think about what Carl Dombey had said, but Elliot knew what the
scientist meant. "If | understand you, the Chinese could use Wuhan-400 to wipe out a city or a country,
and then there wouldn't be any need for them to conduct a tricky and expensive decontami-nation before
they moved in and took over the conquered territory.”

"Exactly,” Dombey said. "And Wuhan-400 has other, equaly important advantages over most
biologicd agents. For one thing, you can become an infectious carrier only four hours after coming into
contact with the virus. That's an incredibly short incubation period. Once infected, no one lives more than
twenty-four hours. Most die in twelve. It's worse than the Ebola virus in Africa—infinitdy worse.
Wuhan-400's kill-rate is one hundred percent. No one is supposed to survive. The Chinese tested it on
God knows how many palitica prisoners. They were never able to find an antibody or an antibiotic that
was effective againg it. The virus migrates to the brain sem, and there it begins secreting a toxin that
literdly eats away brain tissue like battery acid dissolving cheesecloth. It destroys the part of the brain
that controls dl of the body's automatic functions. The victim smply ceases to have a pulse, functioning
organs, or any urge to breathe."

"And that's the disease Danny survived,” Elliot said.

"Yes" Dombey sad. "Asfar as we know, he's the only one who ever has"

Tina had pulled the blanket off the bed and folded it in half, so she could wrap Danny in it for the trip
out to the Explorer. Now she looked up from the task of bundling the child, and she said to Dombey,
"But why was he infected in the firg place?"

"It was an accident,” Dombey said.

"I've heard that one before.”

"Thistimeit'strue" Dombey said. "After Li Chen defected with dl the data on Wuhan-400, he was
brought here. We immediately began working with him, trying to engineer an exact duplicate of the virus.
In rdaively short order we accomplished that. Then we began to study the bug, searching for a handle
on it that the Chinese had overlooked.”

"And someone got careless,” Hlliot said.

"Worse" Dombey said. "Someone got careless and stupid. Almost thirteen months ago, when Danny
and the other boysin his troop were on their winter survival outing, one of our scientists, a quirky son of
a bitch named Lary Bdlinger, accidentdly contaminated himsdf while he was working done one
morming in this lab."

Danny's hand tightened on Chrigtinals, and she stroked his head, soothing him. To Dombey, she said,
"Surdy you have safeguards, procedures to follow when and if—"

"Of course" Dombey said. "You're trained what to do from the day you start to work here. In the
event of accidental contamination, you immediaidy set off an darm. Immediately. Then you sedl the room
you're working in. If there's an adjoining isolation chamber, you're supposed to go into it and lock the
door after yoursdlf. A decontamina-tion crew moves in swiftly to clean up whatever mess you've made in
the lab. And if you've infected yoursdf with something curable, youll be treated. If it's not curable . . .
youll be attended to in isolation until you die. That's one reason our pay scae is so high. Hazardous-duty
pay. Therisk is part of the job."

"Except this Larry Ballinger didn't see it that way,” Tina said bitterly. She was having difficuty
wrgpping Danny securely in the blanket because he wouldn't let go of her. With amiles, murmured
assurances, and kisses planted on hisfrall hands, she findly managed to persuade him to tuck both of his



ams close to his body.

"Ballinger snapped. He just went right off the rails™ Dombey said, obvioudy embarrassed that one of
his col-leagues would lose control of himsdf under those circumstances. Dombey began to pace as he
talked. "Ballinger knew how fast Wuhan-400 dams its victims, and he just panicked. Flipped out.
Apparently, he convinced himsdf he could run away from the infection. God knows, that's exactly what
he tried to do. He didnt turn in an darm. He walked out of the lab, went to his quarters, dressed in
outdoor clothes, and Ieft the complex. He wasn't scheduled for R and R, and on the spur of the moment
he couldn't think of an excuse to 9gn out one of the Range Rovers, so he tried to escape on foot. He told
the guards he was going snowshoeing for a couple of hours. That's something a lot of us do during the
winter. It's good exercise, and it gets you out of this hole in the ground for a while. Anyway, Ballinger
wasn't interested in exercise. He tucked the snowshoes under his arm and took off down the mountain
road, the same one | presume you came in on. Before he got to the guard shack a the upper gate, he
climbed onto the ridge above, used the snowshoes to circle the guard, returned to the road, and threw
the snowshoes away. Security eventu-aly found them. Bollinger was probably at the bottom gate two
and a hdf hours after he walked out of the door here, three hours after he was infected. That was just
about the time that another researcher walked into his lab, saw the cultures of Wuhan-400 broken open
on the floor, and set off the darm. Meanwhile, in spite of the razor wire, Ballinger dimbed over the fence.
Then he made his way to the road that serves the wildlife research center. He started out of the fores,
toward the county lane, which is about five miles from the turnoff to the labs, and after only three
miles—"

"Heraninto Mr. Jaborski and the scouts," Blliot said.

"And by then he was able to pass the disease on to them,” Tina said as she finished bundling Danny
into the blanket.

"Yesh," Dombey said. "He must have reached the scouts five or five and a hdf hours after he was
infected. By then he was worn out. Hed used up most of his physica reserves getting out of the lab
reservation, and he was dso beginning to fed some of the early symptoms of Wuhan-400. Dizzi-ness.
Mild nausea. The scoutmaster had parked the expedi-tion's minibus on a lay-by about a mile and a haf
into the woods, and he and his assstant and the kids had walked in another hdf-mile before they
encountered Larry Ballinger. They were just about to move off the road, into the trees, so they would be
away from any sgn of dvilization when they set up camp for their fird night in the wilderness. When
Ballinger discovered they had a vehicle, he tried to persuade them to drive him dl the way into Reno.
When they were reluctant, he made up a story about a friend being stranded in the mountains with a
broken leg. Jaborski didn't believe Ballinger's story for a minute, but he findly offered to take him to the
wildife center where a rescue effort could be mounted. That wasn't good enough for Ballinger, and he
got hygericd. Both Jaborski and the other scout leader decided they might have a dangerous character
on thelr hands. That was when the security team arrived. Ballinger tried to run from them. Then he tried
to tear open one of the security men's decontamination suits. They were forced to shoot him."

"The gpacemen,” Danny said.

Everyone stared at him.

He huddled in his ydlow blanket on the bed, and the memory made him shiver. "The spacemen came
and took us away.”

"Yegh," Dombey said. "They probably did look a little bit like spacemen in their decontamination
auits. They brought everyone here and put them in isolation. One day later dl of them were dead . . .
except Danny." Dombey sighed. "Wl . . . you know mogt of the rest.”
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THE HELICOPTER CONTINUED TO FOLLOW THE FRO-zen river north, through the
snow-swept valey.

The ghodtly, dightly luminous winter landscape made George Alexander think of graveyards. He had
an dfinity for cemeteries. He liked to take long, lesurdy waks among the tombstones. For as long as he
could remember, he had been fascinated with desth, with the mechanics and the meaning of it, and he
hed longed to know whet it was like on the other sde—without, of course, wishing to commit himsdf to
aone-way journey there. He didn't want to die; he only wanted to know. Each time that he persondly
killed someone, hefdt asif he were establishing another link to the world beyond this one; and he hoped,
once he had made enough of those, linkages, that he would be rewarded with a vison from the other
sgde. One day maybe he would be sanding in a graveyard, before the tombstone of one of his victims
and the person he had killed would reach out to him from beyond and let hm see, in some vivid
clarvoyant fashion, exactly what death was like. And then he would know.

"Not long now," Jack Morgan said.

Alexander peered anxioudy through the shegting snow into which the chopper moved like a blind
mean running full-seam into endless darkness. He touched the gun that he carried in a shoulder holster,
and he thought of Chrigtina Evans.

To Kurt Hensen, Alexander said, "Kill Stryker on gght. We don't need him for anything. But don't
hurt the woman. | want to question her. She's going to tdl me who the traitor is. She's going to tdl me
who helped her get into the labs even if | have to break her fingers one at atime to make her open up.”

In the isolation chamber, when Dombey finished spesking, Tina said, "Danny looks so awful. Even
though he doesn't have the disease anymore, will he be dl right?*

"I think s0," Dombey said. "He just needs to be fatened up. He couldn't keep anything on his
somach because recently they've been reinfecting him, testing him to de-struction, like | said. But once
he's out of here, he should put weight on fast. Thereisonething . . ."

Tinadiffened at the note of worry in Dombey's voice. "What? What one thing?'

"Snce dl these reinfections, he's developed a spot on the parietal 1obe of the brain.”

Tinafdtill. "No."

"But apparently it isn't life-threastening,” Dombey said quickly. "As far as we can determine, it's not a
tumor. Neither a mdignant nor a benign tumor. At least it doesn't have any of the characterigtics of a
tumor. It isn't scar tissue either. And not a blood dot.”

"Then what isit?' Hlliot asked.

Dombey pushed one hand through his thick, curly hair. "The current andyds says the new growth is
consstent with the structure of norma brain tissue. Which doesn't make sense. But we've checked our
data a hundred times, and we can't find anything wrong with that diagnoss. Except it's impossble. What
we're seeing on the X rays isn't within our experience. So when you get him out of here, take him to a
brain specidigt. Take him to a dozen specidists until someone can tdl you what's wrong with him. There
doesn't appear to be anything life-threatening about the parietal spot, but you sure should keep a watch
onit."

Tina met Elliot's eyes, and she knew that the same thought was running through both their minds.
Could this spot on Danny's brain have anything to do with the boy's psychic power? Were his latent
psychic ahilities brought to the surface as a direct result of the man-made virus with which he had been
repeetedly infected? Crazy—but it didnt seem any more unlikely than that he had falen victim to Project
Pandora in the firg place. And as far as Tina could see, it was the only thing that explained Danny's
phenom-ena new powers.

Apparently afraid that she would voice her thoughts and dert Dombey to the incredible truth of the
gtuation, Elliot consulted his wristwatch and said, "We ought to get out of here.”

"When you leave" Dombey said, "you should take some files on Danny's case. They're on the table



closest to the outer door—that black box full of diskettes. They'll hep support your story when you go to
the press with it. And for God's sake, olash it dl over the newspapers as fagt as you can. As long as
you're the only ones outside of here who know what happened, you're marked people.”

"We're panfully aware of that," Blliot acknowledged.

Tinasad, "Hliat, youll have to carry Danny. He can't wak. He's not too heavy for me, worn down
asheis but he's dill an awvkward bundle”

Hliot gave her the pistol and started toward the bed.

"Could you do me a favor firg?' Dombey asked.

"What's that?'

"Let's move Dr. Zachariah in here and take the gag out of his mouth. Then you tie me up and gag me,
leave mein the outer room. I'm going to make them believe he was the one who cooperated with you. In
fact, when you tdl your story to the press, maybe you could dant it that way."

Tinashook her head, puzzled. "But after everything you said to Zachariah about this place baing run
by megdomaniacs, and after you've made it so clear you don't agree with everything that goes on here,
why do you want to stay?"

"The hermit's life agrees with me, and the pay is good,” Dombey said. "And if | don't stay here, if |
wak away and get a job at a dvilian research center, thatll be just one less rationd voice in this place.
There are alot of people here who have some sense of socid responghility about this work. If they dl
left, they'd just be turning the place over to men like Tamaguchi and Zachariah, and there wouldn't be
anyone around to balance things. What sort of research do you think they might do then?

"But once our story breaks in the papers,” Tinasad, "theyll probably just shut this place down."”

"No way,"” Dombey said. "Because the work has to be done. The balance of power with totaitarian
gates like China has to be maintained. They might pretend to close us down, but they won't. Tamaguchi
and some of his closest aideswill be fired. Therell be a big shake-up, and thatll be good. If | can make
them think that Zachariah was the one who spilled the secrets to you, if | can protect my postion here,
maybe I'll be promoted and have more influence”" He amiled. "At the very least, I'll get more pay.”

"AH right,” Elliot said. "Well do what you want. But weve got to be fast about it."

They moved Zachariah into the isolation chamber and took the gag out of his mouth. He strained at
his ropes and cursed Elliot. Then he cursed Tinaand Danny and Dombey. When they took Danny out of
the amdl room, they couldn't hear Zachariah's shouted invectives through the airtight stedl door.

AsHlliot used the last of the rope to tie Dombey, the stientist said, "Satisfy my curiogty.”

"About what?'

"Who told you your son was here? Who let you into the labs?’

Tina blinked. She couldn't think what to say.

"Okay, okay,” Dombey said. "You don't want to rat on whoever it was. But jus tdl me one thing.
Weas it one of the security people, or was it someone on the medicd saff? I'd like to think it was a
doctor, one of my own, who findly did the right thing."

Tinalooked at Ellict.

Hlliot shook his head: no.

She agreed that it might not be wise to let anyone know what powers Danny had acquired. The
world would regard him as a freak, and everyone would want to gawk at him, put him on display. And
for sure, if the people in thisingdlation got the idea that Danny's newfound psychic abilities were a result
of the parietal spot caused by his repeated exposure to Wuhan-400, they would want to test him, poke
and probe at him. No, she wouldn't tel anyone what Danny could do. Not yet. Not until she and Elliot
figured out what effect that revelation would have on the boy's life.

"It was someone on the medical g&ff,” Elliot lied. "It was a doctor who let usin here”

"Good," Dombey said. "I'm glad to hear it. | wish I'd had enough guts to do it along time ago."

Bliot worked a wadded handkerchief into Dombey's mouth.

Tina opened the outer artight door.

Hliat picked up Danny. "You hardly wegh a thing, kid. Well have to take you draght to
McDondd's and pack you full of burgers and fries



Danny smiled weakly at him.

Holding the pistal, Tina led the way into the hdl. In the room near the elevators, people were dill
taking and laughing, but no one stepped into the corridor.

Danny opened the high-security elevator and made the cab rise once they were in it. His forehead
was furrowed, as if he were concentrating, but that was the only indicaion that he had anything to do
with the elevator's movement.

The hdlways were deserted on the top floor.

In the guardroom, the older of the two security men was 4ill bound and gagged in his chair. He
watched them with anger and fear.

Tina Elliot, and Danny went through the vestibule and stepped into the cold night. Snow lashed them.

Over the howling of the wind, another sound arose, and Tina needed a few seconds to identify it.

A hdlicopter.

She squinted up into the snow-shipped night and saw the chopper coming over the rise a the west
end of the plateau. What madman would take a helicopter out in this westher?

"The Explorer!” Elliot shouted. "Hurry!"

They ran to the Explorer, where Tinatook Danny out of Elliot's aams and did him into the backsedt.
She got in after him.

Bliat dimbed behind the whed and fumbled with the keys. The engine wouldnt turn over
immediately.

The chopper swooped toward them.

"Who'sin the helicopter?' Danny asked, staring at it through the sde window of the Explorer.

"I don't know," Tinasaid. "But they're not good people, baby. They're like the mongter in the comic
book. The one you sent me pictures of in my dream. They don't want us to get you out of this place.”

Danny stared at the oncoming chopper, and lines ap-peared in his forehead again.

The Explorer's engine suddenly turned over.

"Thank God!" Elliot said.

But the lines didn't fade from Danny's foreheed.

Tinaredized what the boy was going to do, and she said, "Danny, wait!"

Leaning forward to view the Explorer through the bubble window of the chopper, George Alexander
sad, "Put us down right in front of them, Jack.”

"Will do,” Morgan said.

To Hensen, who had the submachine gun, Alexander said, "Like | told you, waste Stryker right
away, but not the woman."

Abruptly the chopper soared. It had been only fifteen or twenty feet above the pavement, but it
rapidly climbed forty, fifty, Sxty feet.

Alexander said, "What's happening?"

"The gick,” Morgan sad. An edge of fear sharpened his voice, fear that hadn't been audible
throughout the entire, nightmearish trip through the mountains. "Can't control the damn thing. It's frozen
up.”

Eighty, ninety, a hundred feet they soared, soared straight up into the night.

Then the engine cut out.

"Whet the hdl?' Morgan said.

Hensen screamed.

Alexander watched death rushing up at him and knew his curiosity about the other side would shortly
be stidfied.



As they drove off the plateau, around the burning wreckage of the helicopter, Danny said, "They
were bad people. It'sdl right, Mom. They were red bad people.”

To everything there is a season, Tinareminded hersdlf. A time to kill and atime to hed.

She hdd Danny close, and she stared into his dark eyes, and she wasn't able to comfort hersdf with
those words from the Bible. Danny's eyes held too much pain, too much knowledge. He was ill her
sweet boy—yYyet he was changed. She thought about the future. She wondered what lay ahead for them.



AFTERWORD

The Eyes of Darkness isone of five novelsthat | wrote under the pen name "Leigh Nichols™ which |
no longer use. Although it was the second of thefive, it is the fifth and find in the series to be reissued in
paperback under my rea name. The previous four were The Servants of Twilight, Shadowfires, The
House of Thunder, and The Key to Midnight. Demand from my readers made it possble for these
books to be republished, and I'm grateful to dl of you for your interest.

Asyou know if you have read the afterwords in The Funhouse and The Key to Midnight, | like to
amuse myHf by reveding the tragic deaths of the various pen names | used ealy in my career.
Somewhat to my embarrassment, | mugst admit that I've not dways been truthful with you in these
matters. Previoudy, | told you that Leigh Nichols drank too much champagne one evening on a
Caribbean cruise ship and was decapitated in a freak limbo accident. | was touched by your sympathy
cards and accounts of the memorid services you held, but now that Berkley Books has brought you this
fifth and find of the Nichols novels, | must confess that | was lying in order not to have to reved Nicholss
true—and more disurbing—fate. One bleak and wintry night Legh Nichols was abducted by
extraterrestri-als, taken on atour of our solar system, introduced to the dien Nest Queen, and forced to
undergo a series of horrifying surgeries. Though eventudly returned to Earth, the author was too
traumatized to continue a career as a novdig—nbuit findly built a new life as the current dictator of Iraqg.

The Eyes of Darkness was one of my ealy attempts to write a cross-genre novel mixing action,
suspense, romance, and a touch of the paranorma. While it doesn't have the intengty, depth of
characterization, complexity of theme, or pace of later novels such as Watchers and Mr. Murder, and
while it doesn't go for your throat as fearsomely as a book like Intensity, readers who have found it
under the Nichols name in used-book stores have expressed favorable opin-ions of it. | suppose they like
it because the device of the logt child—and the dedicated mother who will do anything to find out what
has happened to her little boy—strikes aprimd chord indl of us.

As | revised the book for this new edition, | resisted the urge to transform the story entirdy into a
novd of the type that | would write today. | updated culturd and political references, polished awvay a
few of the more egregious syligic inadequacies, and trimmed excess wordage here and there. | enjoyed
revigting Eyes, which remains a bascaly smple tae that reies largely on plot and on the strangeness of
the premise to engage the reader. | hope you were engaged, and that you have enjoyed taking this
five-book voyage through the career of Leigh Nichols. If you're ever in Irag, the surgicdly atered author
will probably be happy to sgn copies of these books for you—or will denounce you as an infidd and
have you thrown into a prison cdl as vile as any sewer. Inquire a your own risk.



